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Welcome sign, Paim Island airport, 
painted by Bwgcoiman youth. 
Dedicated to the memory of Uncle Bill Congoo in respect of his 
role as custodian of Palm Island history and a warrior for his 
people. 
II. 
The work presented in this thesis is to the best of my knowledge and belief, 
original, except as acknowledged in the text. The material has not been 
submitted, either in whole or part, for a degree at this or any other University. 
® j/anne Watson, 1993 
Cover design, Carpet Snake painting, by the artist James McAvoy, with 
assistance from Joanne Bulmer, Vina Palmer and H.J. Wilson. Reproduced 
with permission of the artist. Songs by Joe Geia cited in this thesis are from 
the albums Yil Lull (Joe Geia, Dolly Williams producer, 1988) and Rebel 
Voices From Black Australia (Imparja, CAAMA Productions, 1987). 
Uh 
We are the largest Aboriginal community in Queensland and are 
made up of about 30 clans which were transported here over the 
years. Originally we were split into different clans, each living 
in its own camp. But time is solving that and now we are 
becoming just one people - Palm Islanders. 
Tom Geia, Townsville Bulletin. 
26 June 1991, p. 5 
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ABSTRACT 
This thesis is a study of the history of Palm Island, the largest and historically 
most punitive of Queensland's Aboriginal reserves. It focuses upon the 
bureaucratic, dictatorial and brutal nature of its white administration, and the 
various ways in which Murri residents, from a broad range of different clans, 
managed to survive their exile on the island and interacted with this system of 
control, to eventually forge an identity as the Bwgcoiman people. 
In seeking to provide an overview of the island's history and to contrast 
indigenous and non-indigenous lifestyles and perspectives, a continuous 
narrative is provided of Palm Island's history from Wulgurugaba occupation in 
the pre-contact period to the present time. An examination of the early 
colonial invasion of North Queensland also serves to contextualise the 
formation of reserves in the region. 
Located within the context of a continuing frontier mentality, the development 
of the reserve system is defined as an extension of colonial violence in 
institutionalised form. Chapter Two outlines the theoretical framework of this 
analysis, with attention to the nature of the Queensland Act, and the contrast 
between Murri perspectives and the dominant white historiography concerning 
this issue. A critical perspective is adopted towards analyses which separate 
the reserve system from colonial patterns of violence and conquest, and which 
suggest that reserve institutions represented a shift towards a form of 
humanitarian benevolence. 
To demonstrate the failings of this perspective, the nature and process of the 
removal system as a key feature of conquest is considered, as are the long-term 
destructive consequences of the theft and exile of indigenous children. Murri 
experiences of daily life on Palm reserve, the physical conditions, nature of 
labour relations and punishment systems on the island are also examined in 
detail in this context. These considerations underline the explicit intent of 
IX. 
representatives of the Queensland Government to use Palm Island as a prison 
for the confinement of Murris from across the mainland. 
Details of a rampage by the white superintendent in 1930 are provided as a 
case study. Chapter Four focuses on the incident as a graphic illustration of 
the dynamics of colonial domination and Murri interactions with European 
power-brokers in an institutionalised setting. Attention to neighbouring 
Fantome Island, with its Lock Hospital, health screening centre and 
leprosarium, is necessitated by its intimate connection to Palm Island history 
and its explicit demonstration of the genocidal nature of government policy and 
practice in the 'post-frontier' period. 
The three concluding chapters examine the continuing marginalisation, 
suppression, abuse and neglect of Palm Island residents in the late twentieth 
century, and their growing aspirations for self-determination. Theories of 
social change and global indigenous perspectives are presented and applied to 
Bwgcoiman efforts to achieve freedom from the Act, with a focus upon the 
1957 strike and the 1974 dispute to illustrate the courage and resilience of their 
struggle. The conclusion of this thesis addresses the present and future of the 
Palm reserve, and the ways in which this history has shaped life experiences 
on the island today and influenced the formation of the Bwgcoiman identity. 
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INTRODUCTION 
In the Murri' community on Palm Island today there are many people who 
speak with sadness and with anger of the history they have had to endure in 
the days when the State Government used their home as a prison camp and 
called it a 'reserve'. Because of the nature of this history and the effects of an 
'apartheid' system of rule which was established there, most of us in mainland 
Queensland today know very little about the Palm Island people. We know 
even less of the many hundreds of lives which were lost there. Its isolation is 
only partly responsible for all this. 
It was the geographical features of the island and its distance of 32 kilometres 
from the mainland at Ingham which encouraged the Queensland Government to 
use it as a penal institution for more than half a century. Its inmate population 
grew to include indigenous people from other states, so that Palm Island gained 
a reputation in black communities across the country as an Australian version 
of Alcatraz.^ Censorship, distortion by government records, the media and the 
education system have kept this history hidden from mainstream Australia. 
The land Captain Cook named Palm Island is sacred country. The 
Wulgurugaba of the Townsville/ Magnetic Island/ Palm Island region are its 
traditional owners and the custodians of the story of the Carpet Snake or Big 
Snake which explains the origins of the island. Wulgurugaba country is the 
subject of the opening chapter wherein the voices of Wulgurugaba descendants 
explain something of their heritage. 
Murri is the term indigenous people in Queensland use to define 
themselves. Aboriginal is a colonial word. 
Alcatraz, a maximum security island prison off the San Francisco coast 
(1863-1963) was used to hold indigenous Americans as prisoners for a 
period after the Civil War. See Vergil L. Williams, Dictionary of 
American Penology (Westport, Greenwood Press, 1979), p. 10. 
2. 
So, too, the people who take the name Bwgcoiman** are custodians of Palm 
Island history. The Bwgcoiman are the people who have lived and died on 
Palm Island, and whose ancestors were deported there from all over the 
mainland when the State Government began to use it as a penitentiary from 
1918. People on Palm Island who take the name Bwgcoiman today express 
their identification with the island and the survival of their culture of belonging 
to the land. This has been despite enormous odds, for Wulgurugaba country 
was stolen by colonial authorities and converted into a place which Murris 
across the mainland grew to fear as 'Punishment Island'. Death rates on the 
reserve were very high. The resident doctor, Thomas L. Bancroft, wrote in 
1933: 'From the great mortality amongst the blacks. Palm Island has received 
the name of "Blackfellows' Graveyard".^ 
Prior to European contact, the Wulgurugaba had not known epidemic diseases, 
starvation or imprisonment. The island was prolific with dugong, giant clam, 
fish, turtle and whales, and its rich earth nursed natural spring water, plentiful 
fruits and wildlife, including dense flocks of pigeons, parrots and ducks. The 
Wulgurugaba were a skilled sea-faring people with sophisticated watercraft and 
maritime technology. They discovered Captain Cook on June 7, 1770 when he 
anchored The Endeavour opposite Halifax Bay. He recorded of the visit to the 
island by Hicks, Banks and Solander: 'They met with nothing worth 
observing'.^ It is ventured that his perspective on the land was somewhat 
clouded. 
The stability of Wulgurugaba society was threatened by this first appearance of 
the British invaders' ships upon the horizon and dramatically altered by further 
Bwgcoiman translates as Palm Island or meeting place of many tribes. 
Dr Thos L. Bancroft, Reminiscences of Palm Island (Brisbane, Brooks, 
1933), no p. no. 
Dorothy Jones, The Cardwell Shire Story. (Brisbane, Jacaranda, 1961), 
p. 1. 
instances of contact. Between 1850 and 1880, the island's population was 
seriously reduced.'* In the following chapters, a history of abductions, sexual 
exploitation, dispossession, violence and disease is recorded, as surveyors, 
sandalwood traders and beche-de-mer fishermen sought to acquire food, 
wealth, slave labour and sexual gratification from the seas and lands and from 
the Wulgurugaba people. As the process of colonisation unfolded its brutal 
path upon the mainland, the Wulgurugaba were dispossessed and deported 
from their homelands. 
Frantz Fanon's description of the colonisation process applies to Australia: 
For centuries the capitalists have behaved in the underdeveloped 
world like nothing more than war criminals. Deportations, 
massacres, forced labour and slavery have been the main 
methods used by capitalism to increase its wealth, its gold or 
diamond reserves, and to establish its power.^ 
The broader patterns of colonisation in Queensland have been passed down 
through generations of Murri oral historians and have entered the pages of non-
indigenous history books in the last twenty years.* In the 1970s and early 
'80s, a small number of historians began to shake the amnesia concerning the 
invasion, massacres and dispossession that were part of Australia's past, with 
Raymond Evans, Noel Loos, Henry Reynolds, CD. Rowley, Lyndall Ryan, 
Paul R. Wilson, 'Black Death White Hands Revisited: The Case of 
Palm Island' in Australia and New Zealand Journal of Criminology. 
March 1985, 18, p. 49. 
s Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (London, McGibbon & Kee, 
1965), p. 79. 
See for example Raymond Evans, Kay Saunders and Catherine Cronin, 
Exclusion. Exploitation and Extermination (Brookvale, ANZ, 1975) and 
Henry Reynolds (ed). Race Relations in North Oueensland (Townsville, 
James Cook University, 1978). 
4. 
F.S. Stevens and Jan Walker^ making important contributions to understanding 
the general nature of race relations history. Indigenous historians, Mamie 
Kennedy, Willie Thaiday, Bill Rosser, Jackie Huggins, Elsie Roughsey, Bobbi 
Sykes and Joe McGuiness^ published from the late '70s into the early 1990s, 
and assisted in creating a growing awareness that indigenous people were not 
merely passive victims of colonisation, but rather, in a multitude of ways had 
sought to maintain their land, culture and families and to resist colonial 
conquest, albeit in an extremely unequal setting. 
Certain non-indigenous writers took this acknowledgment of Aboriginal agency 
to excessive lengths in the late 1980s, so that an awareness of the context of 
power relations and brutal white control within which individuals operated 
seemed to all but disappear. In 1987 Anne McGrath, for instance, wrote of 
the Northern Territory that Aboriginal station workers 'made the cattle industry 
their own', that 'social cohesion' and 'autonomy' were retained, and that 
Evans, Saunders and Cronin, Exclusion. Exploitation and 
Extermination: Noel Loos, Invasion and Resistance: Aboriginal-
European Relations on the North Oueensland Frontier 1861-1897 
(Canberra, ANU, 1982); Henry Reynolds, The Other Side of the 
Frontier (Townsville, James Cook University, 1981); CD. Rowley, 
Outcasts in White Australia (Ringwood. Penguin, 1973); Lyndall Ryan, 
The Aboriginal Tasmanians (St Lucia, UQP, 1981); F.S. Stevens (ed), 
Racism: The Australian Experience. Vols 1-3 (Sydney, ANZ, 1974); 
Ray Evans and Jan Walker, 'These Strangers, Where Are They Going?' 
Aboriginal-European Relations in the Eraser Island and Wide Bay 
Region 1770-1905', P. Lauer (ed). Eraser Island (St Lucia, University 
of Queensland Anthropology Museum, 1977). 
Mamie Kennedy, Bom a Half-Caste (Canberra, AIAS, 1985); Willie 
Thaiday, Under the Act (Townsville, North Queensland Black 
Publishing, 1981); Bill Rosser, This is Palm Island (Canberra, AIAS, 
1978) and Dreamtime Nightmares (Canberra, AIAS, 1985); Jackie 
Huggins, '"Firing on in the Mind": Aboriginal Women Domestic 
Servants in the Inter-War Years', Hecate. Vol 13, No 2, 1987/8; Elsie 
Roughsey, An Aboriginal Mother Tells of the Old and the New 
(Fitzroy, McPhee Gribble, 1985); Roberta B. Sykes, Black Majority 
(Hawthorn, Hudson, 1989); Joe McGuiness, Son of Alyanabu - Mv 
Fight for Aboriginal Land Rights (St. Lucia, UQP, 1991). 
Aboriginal people 'were never truly colonised'.^ This perspective seems to 
greatly exaggerate the choices available to station workers, or the many 
instances when the very concept of choice was meaningless, such as when 
Murri women were confined to a rabbit-proof fenced enclosure 'for the use of 
white station hands' on Ardock Station, Queensland, as late as 1900.'° 
Moreover, the threat of removal to punitive Palm Island became, by 1918, a 
hefty disincentive to any hint of resistance by indigenous pastoral workers in 
the Northem Territory, as well as Queensland, as this thesis testifies. 
Similarly, Marie Hansen Eels, Bain Attwood and Gordon Reid have 
emphasised co-operation and collaboration between colonisers and colonised. 
Eels' analysis of the position of Aboriginal police in Port Phillip speaks of 'the 
intimacy, tremendous good humour and camaraderie in relationships within the 
Corps','' while Attwood's work on the Gippsland regions focuses upon the life 
of Bessy Cameron, whose mobility and access to education and musical 
training make her story exceptional, rather than indicative of the nature of 
institutionalisation on missions and reserves.'^ Gordon Reid argues that 
Aboriginal oral evidence is unworthy of acceptance unless confirmed by other 
sources, and hence 'no serious violence' occurred between 1905 and 1928 in 
the Northem Territory.'^ In reaching this conclusion, Reid seems to have 
Anne McGrath, Bom in the Catttle: Aborigines in Cattle Country 
(Sydney, Allen and Unwin, 1987), pp. viii, 168, 173-175. 
10 Richard Broome, Aboriginal Australians (Sydney, Allen and Unwin, 
1982), p. 97. 
" Marie Hansen Eels, Good Men and True: The Aboriginal Police of the 
Port Phillip District 1827-1853 (Melboume, MUP, 1988), p. 81. 
'^  Bain Attwood, The Making of the Aborigines (Sydney, Allen and 
Unwin, 1989). 
13 Gordon Reid, A Picnic with the Natives (Melboume, MUP, 1990), p. 
220. 
6. 
fallen into what Peter Read describes as 'the trap' which the perpetrators of 
colonial violence 'prepared' through their censorship and denial.''* 
Raymond Evans notes that 'the main thmst of such accommodationist research 
has been to marginalise or deny the ubiquity of force, conflict and violence, 
which is invariably a concomitant of the global march of European imperialism 
and colonialism elsewhere'. Accommodationist perspectives celebrate 
indigenous 'initiative' and 'active "co-operation"', he writes, 'but invariably 
fall curiously silent upon all that was lost and suffered'.'^ Peter Read refers to 
this tendency as 'a new conservatism' and argues that the trend will continue 
unless Aboriginal oral histories are given the recognition they are due: 'We 
need constant reminders that Aboriginal history continues to be lived and 
experienced, that there are descendants of the people whose lands were invaded 
who live, work and have opinions about what happened.''"^ 
This thesis has been guided by the memories of the Palm Island people, 
gleaned through interviews, community newspapers, personal memoirs, 
autobiographies and recorded speeches. In many instances it has been the 
recollections of Bwgcoiman people which have led me to otherwise hidden 
documentary sources conceming events on the island. In this sense, my 
research is part of a broader effort to record and incorporate oral testimonies 
of life experiences in particular regions. Anna Haebich has completed a 
similar project in her attention to Moore River reserve in Westem Australia, 
Peter Read in his history of the Wiradjuri in the eastem-central area of New 
South Wales, Judy Thomson in her compilation of memoirs from Yarrabah 
reserve. North Queensland, David Trigger's study of social relations at 
14 
15 
16 
Peter Read, 'Review', Australian Historical Studies. 97, October 1991, 
p. 485. 
Raymond Evans, Preface, Evans, Saunders and Cronin, Race Relations 
in Colonial Oueensland (St Lucia, UQP, 1993), pp. xxvii, xxix. 
Read, 'Review', pp. 484-485. 
7. 
Doomadgee in the north-west, Thomas Blake's work on Barambah, and 
Therese Forde's on Woorabinda, both in south-east Queensland, and Christine 
Halse's biography conceming the role of Emest Gribble on Yarrabah and Palm 
Island.'^ 
These authors confirm what this study of Palm Island community also reveals 
in graphic terms - that while a diversity of actions and reactions is present in 
the history of any community, the level and extent of violent oppression has 
been far greater than previously acknowledged, and that courageous and 
determined efforts to resist the process of conquest have resulted in both gains 
and terrible sacrifices, sometimes of people's very lives. Indeed, the work of 
documenting the specific histories of particular localities and communities is 
urgent, for much has already been lost and many generalisations made which 
contravene the experiences and understandings of the people who survived 
Australia's undeclared war. 
Some historians have suggested that the creation of reserves was an 
acknowledgment of Aboriginal land ownership and that the policy of 
bureaucratic 'protectionism' reflected humanitarian concems.'^ These 
17 
18 
Anna Haebich, For Their Own Good (Nedlands, University of Westem 
Australia, 1988); Peter Read, A Hundred Years' War (Rushcutter's 
Bay, Pergamon, 1988); Judy Thomson, Reaching Back: Oueensland 
Aboriginal People Recall Early Days at Yarrabah Mission (Canberra, 
Aboriginal Studies, 1989); David S. Trigger, Whitefella Comin': 
Aboriginal Responses to Colonialism in Northem Australia (Melboume, 
CUP, 1992); Thomas Blake 'A Dumping Ground: Barambah 
Aboriginal Settlement 1900-40', PhD thesis. University of Queensland, 
1991; Therese Forde, 'Confinement and Control" A History of 
Woorabinda Aboriginal Community, 1927-1990', BA Honours thesis. 
University of Queensland, 1990; Christine Halse, PhD work in 
progress. University of Queensland. 
See for example CD. Rowley, Outcasts in White Australia (Ringwood. 
Penguin, 1972), p. 21; Henry Reynolds, The Law of the Land 
(Ringwood, Penguin, 1987), pp 131-134; Heather Goodall, 'Cryin' Out 
for Land Rights' in Verity Burgmann and Jenny Lee (eds). Staining the 
Wattle (Fitzroy, McPhee Gribble/Penguin, 1988), p. 184, and J.P.M. 
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arguments make a mockery of Palm Island experiences. The differences 
between indigenous and dominant non-indigenous perspectives on the history of 
Queensland's reserves are given some attention in later pages, as the gap 
between the two was a major feature of the experience of compiling this 
research. 
If historians are ever to give the voices of 'the other side of the frontier' their 
proper respect, then acknowledgment needs to be made of indigenous terms of 
reference. What non-indigenous, written records call 'the protectors' were 
known to Murris as the persecutors, the pioneers were invaders and glorified 
thieves, the police were buUiman, Aboriginal guerilla leaders were strategists 
and clever men, and the 'sanctuary' of Palm Island was 'that Punishment 
place'. '^  
Some of the traditional owners of Palm Island were sent to the Hull River 
mission established on the mainland in 1914. More than half of them were to 
die there from an epidemic of fever.^ " Hull River was used as the site for a 
punitive institution to confine Murris from the Cardwell, Tully, Ingham, upper 
Murray, Yarrabah and Palm Island regions. Many of these people had been 
waging an effective armed defence of their homelands. White invaders to 
North Queensland were constantly armed and anxious. By the late 1880s many 
begged the govemment for help. 
The voices of participants in these wars are recorded in the second chapter, 
where it is argued that the imposition of white 'protection' laws was the logical 
Long, Aboriginal Settlements - A Survey of Institutional Communities 
in Eastern Australia (Canberra, ANU, 1970), p. 97. 
19 
20 
See G.O. Bolton, A Thousand Miles Away (Brisbane, Jacaranda, 
1963), p. 245, and Dawn May, 'A Punishment Place' in Bill Gammage 
and Peter Spearitt (eds), Australians 1938 (Broadway, Fairfax 1987). 
Reg Palm Island, Interview with Noel Loos, 1972, James Cook 
University Black Oral History Project Tape No. 16. 
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extension of colonial Queensland's use of chemical warfare and the gun. The 
physical genocidal war had failed. Murris had survived. But by the 1900s 
most had the legal status of prisoners,^ ^ and a war of cultural genocide was 
under way. 
The Hull River was run by an ex-policeman and a punishment system operated 
where, in the words of the Chief Protector, J.W. Bleakley, 'Loafers and 
malingerers are punished by the stoppage of rations'.^^ Murris were sent to 
Hull River in chains and the reserve was soon over-crowded, with the 
population reaching 400 by 1916. They worked without pay and death rates 
were high.^ ^ 
Palm Island penitentiary was rapidly established when a site was needed to take 
the survivors of a cyclone which demolished the Hull River reserve in 1918. 
This historical accident has been used by some historians to explain the origins 
of Palm Island reserve.^ '* But plans for Palm had been made several years 
earlier and the reserve gazetted in 1914. In 1916, Bleakley advised that 'a 
reserve is needed suitable for use as a penitentiary for troublesome cases'.^^ 
Increasingly successful escapes from the Hull River barracks added to his 
anxiety and he advised that 'something more drastic' was needed to maintain 
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colonial authority.^ ^ This search for tighter control, and fears arising from a 
strike at Taroom Reserve in 1916,^ ^ increased the pressure to establish another, 
yet more punitive compound. This context marked the beginnings of the Palm 
Island reserve. 
Following the cyclone, some of the old Palm Islanders were retumed to the 
island with the shift from Hull River. They may well have wondered at the 
circular route upon which the Govemment had sent them. It was even 
suggested in 1941 by the Surveyor General that the people be retumed to the 
Hull River again, in order to solve a housing crisis on the island!^ * 
Throughout the 1920s and 30s, Palm became the receiving centre for more 
than half the people removed to reserves in Queensland, largely for trivial 
offences. Written records provide such scant explanations as: 'causing 
trouble', 'for their own protection', 'for the good of other aborigines' and 'to 
give the Superintendent authority over him'. Others were simply labelled: 'a 
troublesome character', 'incorrigible', 'very dangerous', 'destitute', 'a 
larrikin', 'a wanderer' and 'a communist'. Similar tags had been placed upon 
British convicts for equally petty offences and the process of banishing people 
thousands of miles from their homelands had been well practised by colonial 
authorities. 
Palm Island history since colonisation is intimately tied to a history of prisons, 
as is the whole of Australian history since 1788. But the Murri experience of 
~^-
» 
IS 
Annual Report of the Chief Protector of Aboriginals for the Year 1915, 
p. 1734. 
Chief Protector of Aboriginals to the Under Secretary, 8 November 
1916, in QSA, Home Secretary's General Correspondence. QOM/J214, 
Nos. 9958-10398. , . 
Surveyor General's Report to Public Service Commissioner, 22 April 
1941, in QSA, Survey Office File. Correspondence with Native Affairs 
Department and Lands Department. 1940-46, A/27767, File No. 98. 
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shackles, chains and deportations was also tied to their efforts to defend their 
lands, and Palm Island became the penal centre for the prisoners of this 
conflict on the mainland. Many were the survivors of the Kalkadunga Wars, 
of the brutal and bitter massacres of the Cardwell region, and of the Tully 
River area, where one informant who was a child at the time states that the 
people 'were killed without cover in the open river and the water ran red with 
their blood'.2^ 
Those who were sent from the west must have wondered to which world they 
had been banished when they saw the Pacific Ocean ahead. Many had no idea 
why they were being sent or of the legislation which was goveming their lives. 
Yet when Murri oral historians say that 'They wanted to get rid of all the 
blacks on the mainland' so the 'Bulliman were 'roundin' them up'^ ° they 
express a basic historical tmth. The nature and impact of the goveming 
legislation is the subject of Chapter Two, and its specific application to Palm 
Island is the focus of Chapter Three. 
At the tum of the century the rounding up process saw the colonial govemment 
dispossess Murris en masse, using an army carrying Snider and Henri-Martini 
rifles and called the Native Mounted Police. Under Sub-Inspector Johnstone in 
North Queensland, a series of massacres was committed by these troops. 
Survivors became refugees in their own countries. Their attachment to their 
lands - at the centre of spiritual, emotional, psychological and physical survival 
- was dismissed as 'childish superstition'.^^ 
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In the search for an ever-expanding and exclusively all-white world a policy of 
segregation was pursued, with its philosophical basis in the theory of the 
'doomed race' and its psychological basis in greed and fear. Earlier 
stereotypes of the 'noble savage' were submerged by derogatory images of 
'diseased remnants', in order to justify unjust practices.^^ It was a form of 
white man's magic, expressed in elaborate, almost religious terms, for the 
colonisers had to reify their self-righteous assumptions of superiority, and to 
appease the insecurities that are endemic to positions of almost absolute power. 
It is no accident that later chapters detail a series of nervous breakdowns on 
the part of the white elite minority dictating life on the island. The first 
Superintendent of Palm Island, Robert Henry Curry, went berserk in 1930, 
killing his own children, shooting at other white staff, and buming down the 
main settlement. On the orders of white officials he was shot by a Murri 
resident who was later forced to serve time in prison on a murder charge. 
This incident is the focus of Chapter Four. 
The titles 'Curry's Time' and 'Bartlam's Time' (Chapters Three and Seven) 
adopt the terms of reference used by Murri oral historians on Palm Island 
today, and reflect the impact of these men on their lives. Both had military 
backgrounds before their appointments as Superintendents. Their regimes of 
discipline and control took the form of floggings and imprisonment. People 
were punished for arriving late to work, for 'having unauthorised sex', for 
waving to relations through dormitory windows, and for any action which the 
Superintendent might deem as disrespect for his authority." 
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A gaol was established on the island by 1919 and in the 1920s it was used to 
imprison children as well as adults. Eclipse Island was used as a further penal 
outpost from the early 1920s and into the 1950s people were deported there 
with only bread and water. Women were punished by having their heads 
shaved and were made to sweep the streets in bag dresses. Imprisonment, 
curfews, bells and clocks were used to institute a discipline of time, labour and 
subservience. Apartheid-like arrangements of space and resources were 
maintained by police who played constant and intensive roles in the daily lives 
of Palm Islanders. 
Contact with non-indigenous society in North Queensland had brought a legacy 
of hookworm, leprosy, tuberculosis and sexually transmitted diseases. In 
1928, a lock hospital for infectious diseases was established on neighbouring 
Fantome Island. 'Fantome Island - Phantom Welfare' is the subject of Chapter 
Six. It deals with the increasing devastation of introduced diseases and the use 
of this island as a graveyard and a clearing station for all Murris sent to Palm 
in the 1930s. 
To its inmates' physical sufferings were added the effects of removal from 
families and homelands - mental instabilities, self-mutilations and suicides. 
Inmates were used as guinea pigs for experimental dmgs. In 1935, while an 
epidemic of hookworm raged on Palm Island, 30 people died on nearby 
Fantome - a figure which outstripped the birth rate almost eight times. Yet the 
Govemment ostensibly saw no problem. In his report for that year, the Chief 
Protector wrote: 'the death statistics for these institutions are gratifyingly low 
under the circumstances'. '^* 
It was during this decade of the 1930s that proposals were made in 
Govemment circles for the sterilisation of Murri women. Removals to Palm 
^ Report on the Operations of the Sub Departments, Oueensland 
Pariiamentary Papers. Vol. I. (1936), p. 1030. 
Missionary stance, taiin island, 1931. 
rhe photographer has placed the wlute woman 
at centre stage. 
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Spear making. 
Palm Island, 193J. ^ 
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photographic collection. 
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were intensified with the theft and institutionalisation of children under a 
Federal policy of 'absorption' or 'assimilation'. Across mainland Australia 
families were tom apart and lives became jig-saws with the key pieces missing. 
Removals of children created feelings of worthlessness, disenchantment and 
anger with govemment, welfare workers, authority and church. The last of 
these institutions practised racially segregated seating arrangements on Palm 
Island in the delivery of Christian doctrine to residents.^ ^ 
The 'civilisation and christianisation' program is examined more fully in 
Chapter Five. This policy ^ emiitted corroborees to be performed but did not 
allow Murris to practise the underpinnings of law and initiations. Dancers 
entertained tourists who arrived in boatloads to survey the window dressings of 
Queensland's reserves. They purchased boomerangs and spears and threw 
lollies at the children. While forty different language groups were sent to the 
island, all were forced to speak English, and people were imprisoned for 
attempting to solve, for themselves, the conflicts which inevitably arose 
between them. 
Numerous escapes were made from this setting. In desperation people used 
logs to abscond to the mainland. Nineteen of these attempts were made in 
1932. The Chief Protector dismissed such incidents as a reflection of 'the 
native instinct of wanderlust'.^^ 
The legacy of this history is felt today. It is reflected in the social problems of 
alcohol abuse, ill-health and violence emd in the continuation of control by non-
indigenous Australians with little knowledge or understanding of indigenous 
culture. In 1990, David Martin wrote of the historical outcome of reserves in 
North Queensland: 
^^  Phillip Stewart, Interview with Carolyn Strachan, 1974, James Cook 
University Black Oral History Project, Tape No. 3. 
^^  Report on the Operations of the Sub Departments, 1936, p. 1204. 
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These places have become like zoos ... In a zoo, there are 
animals, keepers and visitors. There is little intimate connection 
between the keepers and their charges, who are 'the other'. The 
function of the keepers is to keep the animals reasonably clean 
and fed and presentable for visitors ... but there is one telling 
difference; to get work in a zoo, you usually need to know 
something about animals.^ ^ 
If this analysis sounds severe, it is worth viewing in the context of Palm Island 
of the late twentieth century. The 1950s was 'Bartlam's Time'. Chapter 
Seven presents a govemment reserve in which Murri inmates were required to 
salute all whites who crossed their paths, to work without pay, to queue for 
rations of flour, tea, sugar and the offcuts of meat and to parcel out the decent 
portions for the enjoyment of white staff. Permits were needed to go fishing 
or hunting, while Murris were required to scale fish for the Superintendent and 
to anchor the govemment boat he used for his personal pleasure on weekends. 
Refusal of these orders meant gaol. A group of residents was arrested for 
laughing, others for waving to girlfriends. The gaol consisted of two cells 
sized eight by nine feet, with four or five people jammed into each. One 
informant who lived through this period summarised it as 'the Gestapo' 
times. ^ ^ 
It was in this context that Palm Islanders waged a general strike in 1957 which 
is the focus of Chapter Seven. Murri labourers refused to perform their usual 
tasks, and instead took control of the allocation of goods from the wharf, 
temporarily reversing the social roles on the island and distributing the goods 
normally destined for white households to Murri residents. The men were 
bmtally defeated by mainland police and deported to other reserves, but their 
stmggle inspired later campaigns for civil rights on Palm. Chapter Nine 
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details the political protests of 1974, when residents challenged the apartheid 
system in the face of a police invasion from the mainland. 
These final chapters reverse the theses of those writers like Bob Reece and 
Bain Attwood, who would argue that Aboriginal people in post-invasion 
Australia 'have been important not so much for what they have done but for 
what has been done to them'.^^ This ignores the vital role of unpaid 
Aboriginal labour in building much of the economic infrastmcture of this 
country, and it ignores the still unwritten lives of Aboriginal people in their 
200 years of interaction with colonisation. 
Constmctions of 'the victim' have also been the focus of media portraits of 
Palm Island, offering little in the way of respect for Bwgcoiman struggles or 
role models for young Palm Islanders. This work attempts to redress that 
imbalance. It records some of the voices of the Palm Island community which 
has a history of contact with colonisation in which the people have stmggled 
against, negotiated with, ignored, evaded, modified, boycotted, mocked and 
ridiculed the State Govemment's attempts to operate a 'total institution'. 
Its conclusion addresses the future of Palm Island. Non-indigenous historians 
have shown little concem for Aboriginal futures because they do not have to 
live them out. Non-indigenous Australia has yet to recognise fully or to own 
its own history, or to acknowledge Aboriginal sovereignty in the shape of land 
rights or self determination. The Bwgcoiman today are struggling for both. 
They have a rich, staggeringly brave, stoic and humorous, tragic and inspiring 
history to which these words can never do justice. 
39 Bain Attwood cites Bob Reece in The Making of the Aborigines 
(Sydney, Allen & Unwin, 1989), p. 149. 
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CHAPTER 1 
The Wulgurugaba : Carpet Snake Country Invaded 
The traditional owners of the Magnetic Island/ Palm Island/ Townsville region 
refer to themselves as the Wulgumgaba. Their elders also provided this name 
to Norman Tindale in 1938.' Records of Wulgumgaba history prior to contact 
with the white invader society have been both limited and distorted by the 
impact of colonisation.^ The following evidence therefore merely scratches the 
surface of a history of occupation which spans back thousands of years. 
Magnetic and the Palm Islands are linked to the mainland through the joumey 
of the Dreamtime Snake - called Carpet Snake or Big Snake. Bill Congoo, a 
Palm Island resident, has written: 'The old people on Palm Island told the 
story of the Big Snake that came through this country long ago in the 
Nancy M. Williams, 'Report on Aboriginal History and Affiliation to 
Magnetic Island with Particular Reference to Nelly Bay' (Report to 
Linkon Projects, Surfers Paradise, 1989), p. 31. Williams' report was 
compiled with community input from the Townsville region and I am 
indebted to this document for much of my understanding of the 
Wulgumgaba of the pre-contact period. See also Normal Tindale's 
genealogies and photographs lodged with the South Australian Museum, 
and Helen Brayshaw, Well Beaten Paths: Aborigines of the Herbert 
Burdekin district. North Oueensland - An Ethnographic and 
Archaeological Survey (Townsville, James Cook University, 1990). 
I refer here to the dismption of oral records through the killing and 
removal of people and to the variety of names applied to the Palm 
Island people by Europeans. For example, in 1885 C Price referred to 
them as the Coo'am'bil'bo'ro (Williams, Report on ... Nelly Bay', p. 
33); in 1895 Archibald Meston called them the Boorgman ('Geographic 
History of Queensland', Brisbane, Edmund Gregory, 1985, p. 130) and 
in 1933 E.R. Gribble used the term 'Mun-ba-rah tribe' (Cummins and 
Campbells Monthly Magazine. Vol V, No 71, p. 56). 
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Dreamtime. At that time the sea was not here but the land went all the way to 
what is known as the mainland today.^  
In research undertaken with the anthropologist Nancy Williams in 1989, 
Virginnia Wyles records her family's knowledge of how: 'The Big Snake 
came down the Herbert River, went out to sea, and broke up leaving parts of 
his backbone which are the Palm Islands, and his head which is Magnetic 
Island. "* Reg Palm Island, who spoke of himself as belonging to the Manbarra 
language group of the island, was interviewed by Helen Brayshaw in 1975: 
Carpet Snake travelled through many countries to the north. 
Young girls at Palm Island were told not to go near this big 
lagoon, but they wouldn't listen. The Snake swallowed one girl, 
and when her father came looking for her and couldn't find her 
he followed the Snake's track, back of this hill here. The hill is 
a symbol of the story; there is a place around the back of the 
hill called Carpet Snake Creek, after this Carpet Snake. The 
father walked down the creek and came to a little island, now 
called Cordelia Rock, which is Small Carpet Snake. The Small 
Carpet Snake told the father that the Big Carpet Snake had the 
little girl, and that he had gone to West Point, Magnetic Island. 
You can see where he was, on the beach at West Point. So the 
Snake asked the girl's father not to condemn him, because the 
girl was alright, he could take her out. After he took her out, 
he took a green ants nest and put it on the girl and the ants ate 
all the saliva off.... Then he took all the evil spirits out of the 
girl, cleaned her up, and then took her back to Palm Island. 
The girl was sick, but still alive. The girl's mother was out 
getting wood; she was afraid the girl would have become ugly, 
but she saw she was still pretty ... There are rocks now from the 
shelter where they lived. The father was a clever man, and 
when he took the girl out of the Snake, he didn't hurt the Snake. 
The Snake kept on going; he went toward the mainland and 
made the Ross River. He kept on going toward the south.^  
Bill Congoo, Stories from Palm Island (Townsville, Townsville Cultural 
Association, 1981). 
Williams, 'Report on ... Nelly Bay', p. 29. 
5 Cited in Williams, ibid., pp. 30-31, and Reg Palm Island, Interview 
with Helen Brayshaw, 1975, James Cook University Black Oral History 
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Reg Palm Island's father Dick, his mother Biddy, and his grandfather Mick, 
passed on to him their knowledge of Palm Island. While Reg's language was 
Manbarra, Buluguyban was another language used on the island, and speakers 
of the two groups understood each other,^ He stated that the original Palm 
Islanders could understand the language of Murris on the coast from Halifax to 
Magnetic Island.^ 
Reg recorded that the people travelled from island to island, then to Townsville 
for large gatherings, using bark canoes which seated six people.* In 1899 
Archibald Meston wrote that an initiation ceremony had been held about 
twenty miles up the coast from Townsville and was attended by both mainland 
and Palm Island Murris.^ Reg Palm Island also stated that Palm Islanders 
visited the mainland at Halifax, Ingham and Cape Pallarenda, and at the last of 
these places the language used was similar to that used on Palm. Mainland 
groups similarly travelled to Palm by canoe.'° 
People of the offshore islands, then, were linked to each other and the 
mainland linguistically and socially, through trade and travel and through 
movements occurring for large gatherings. Marriage pattems also linked local 
Project, [JCU Black Oral History], Tape No. 21A. 
* Williams, 'Report on ... Nelly Bay', pp. 33-34; P. Sutton, Preliminary 
Report, 1970, Official Visits, File GF/26, Townsville, Department of 
Aboriginal and Island Affairs records, Aitkenvale Hostel. 
^ Reg Palm Island, Interview with Helen Brayshaw, 1975, JCU Black 
Oral History, Tape 21 A. 
* ibid.; Reg Palm Island, Interview with Noel Loos, 1972, JCU Black 
Oral History Project Tape No. 16. 
* A. Meston in Science of Man, cited in Helen Brayshaw, 'Aboriginal 
Material Culture in the Herbert/Burdekin District: A Cultural 
Crossroads?' in Lectures on North Oueensland History 1974 
(Townsville, James Cook University History Dept), pp. 144-145. 
'° Reg Palm Island, Interview with Noel Loos, 1972, JCU Black Oral 
History, Tape No. 16. 
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groups of the Magnetic/ Palm Island/ Townsville region predominantly with 
groups to the north - coastwards to Ingham and northwest to the areas of 
Mareeba, Dimbulah and Chillagoe.'^ These links and communications would 
later serve as networks for sharing comprehensions of, and resistance to, the 
invasion of the Europeans. 
Reg Palm Island spoke of the various forms of response and adaptation to the 
invasion of the colonisers in the early twentieth century which he witnessed as 
a young man. He also stated that Murris on Palm Island had watched Captain 
Cook's men land on their country late in the aftemoon, but did not approach 
them.'^ This information is in keeping with the joumal kept by Cook. 
But where, in Wulgumgaba history, the vibrant origin myth of the Carpet 
Snake explains the creation and shaping of the land, the waters and the 
elements through the spirit ancestors of the region, and links the people 
spiritually to that land, the first British colonial records of Palm Island 
perceived through European eyes a 'landscape'. It was something separate and 
alien, an object for criticism and even contempt. 
Captain Cook wrote on 7 June 1770 of the adjacent mainland area as 'the most 
mgged, rocky and barren surface of any we have yet seen'.'^ Colonial records 
such as this one tell us more of the writer's perspective than they do of the 
environment. Cook's anchorage of the Endeavour off Palm Island and his 
decision to send men ashore, were motivated by desires for plunder. Hence 
his vision of the island is imbt^ e<:t with it: 
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In the P.M. we saw several large Smokes upon the Main, some 
people, Canoes, and as we thought, Cocoa Nut Trees upon one 
of the Islands; and as a few of these Nutts would have been very 
acceptable to us at this Time, I sent Lieut Hicks ashore, with 
whom went Mr Banks and Dr Solander, TO SEE WHAT WAS 
TO BE GOT... At 7 they retumed on board, having MET 
WITH NOTHING WORTH OBSERVING (my emphasis).'^ 
Banks' joumal of the episode describes how 'At noon the Islands had mended 
their appearance and people were seen upon them.' Palm Island is recorded as 
'rocky and barren'. On steering closer he found the island 'as barren as ever', 
noting 'several fires upon it, one vastly large'. He recorded that on shore 'we 
found our supposed cocoanut trees to be no more than bad cabbage trees'.'^ 
Again, the land is remarked upon as 'very stoney and barren' despite its being 
'almost dark when we got ashore'. Banks added the information that their 
boat: 
... put off from the shore when an Indian came very near it and 
shouted to us very loud; it was so dark that we could not see 
him, we however tumed towards the shore by way of seeing 
what he wanted with us, but he I suppose ran away or hid 
himself immediately for we could not get sight of him.** 
Banks' supposition that he 'hid himself probably stemmed from the fact that 
the men of the Endeavour had seen little visible human population along the 
whole eastem coastline, and where they had, their gaze had generally been 
avoided. He later bemoaned seeing so few of the indigenous people of 
Australia because of 'their unaccountable timidity'. Cook wrote that 'all they 
seemed to want for us to be gone [sic]'.'^ 
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(London, Macmillan, 1896), p. 285, and Glyndwr Williams, '"Far 
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Kenneth Liberman's research into cross-cultural interactions records 'the 
Aboriginal inclination to experience shame in the presence of others' as part of 
a mode of social existence characterised by consensus, congeniality and 
harmony: 
Shame was the appropriate traditional Aboriginal response when 
encountering strangers.... Aboriginal people always exercise 
discretion when encountering unfamiliar persons.... It is as if in 
the cultural wisdom of Aboriginal life there is a recognition of 
the alienating effect of the other's look.... Not looking is both 
shame about being looked at and consideration for the position 
of the other through the restraint of one's own looking.'* 
Phillip Parker King also met with evasions when he surveyed the North 
Queensland coast in 1819 in the Mermaid, landing both in Cleveland Bay and 
on Magnetic Island. He wrote of sighting Murri inhabitants in the various 
bays 'but they appeared more anxious to avoid than to court communication 
with us'. ' ' 
Europeans, on the other hand, were quick to intmde and level their gaze. On 
18 June 1819, King landed on one of the Palm Islands and noted: 
Near our landing place were some natives' huts and two canoes; 
the former appeared to have been recently occupied, and were 
very snug habitations. They were of circular shape, and very 
ingeneously [sic] constmcted by twigs stuck in the ground and 
arched over, the ends being artfully entwined so as to give 
support to each other; the whole was covered with a thatch of 
dried grass and reeds; they were not larger than two people 
More Happier Than We Europeans": Reactions to the Australian 
Aborigines on Cook's Voyage' in Susan Janson and Stuart Macintyre 
(eds). Through White Eyes (Sydney, Allen and Unwin, 1990), p. 54. 
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Murray, 1969), p. 196. 
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could conveniently occupy. In one of the huts, which was of a 
more elliptical shape and of larger dimensions than the other, 
was a bunch of hair that had been recently clipped from the head 
or beard .... The canoes were not longer than eight feet, and 
would not safely carry more than two people; the ends were 
stitched together by strips of the stem of the flagellaria indica.^^ 
In appreciation of King's surveys, the Admiralty gave him command of the 
Beagle in 1826 to survey America. Then in 1839 the Beagle was used by John 
Clements Wickham to survey Australian waters and to chart the coast of North 
Queensland.^' On board the Beagle was J. Lort Stokes who wrote of events on 
June 30: 'We passed the Palm Islands early in the forenoon ... Behind these 
isles we saw numerous blue streaks of smoke from the fires of the natives, 
indicating the state of the population on the slope of that lofty range of hills. '^ ^ 
But where Joseph Banks had concluded that the inhabitants of the east coast 
were 'few and cowardly',^^ Stokes was less arrogant in his suppositions: 
'Although a number of fires being once seen is not always a sign in Australia 
of a densely populated part of the country, yet when they are constantly 
visible, it is fair to infer, that the inhabitants are numerous and the soil 
fertile.'^ ^ 
Stokes' recommendation that the Halifax Bay area would be a suitable site for 
a convict settlement was not heeded. But if the region was spared the tortures 
of the convict system, it faced environmental destmction from European 
intmsion, firstly in the actions of surveyors and their crews, and later from 
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fishermen, beche-de-mer and sandalwood traders. Crews of both the Mermaid 
and the Beagle cut down quantities of trees in Halifax Bay for wood supplies 
and commenced the steady acquisition of flora.^^ 
The early European intmders entering the region for surveying purposes were 
in some instances net fishermen and were generally acquisitive. Their 
encroachments on Murri lands and interference with food supplies were not 
tolerated without resistance. The next surveying voyage into the region was 
conducted by Francis Blackwood on the Fly. In 1843 the ship entered the 
Rockingham Bay region and anchored near Goold Island, north of 
Hinchinbrook, where they cast their nets. J. Beete Jukes records: 
On the very last night of our stay ... after catching a good haul 
of fish in the seine and distributing some of them to the natives, 
they (the crew) were suddenly assailed, as they were dragging a 
boat into deep water, by a shower of spears and stones from the 
neighbouring bushes.^ * 
When Weekes, the boatswain, was knocked over by a large stone, the 
fishermen responded with gunfire and one of the Giramay people was shot.^ ^ 
Five years later the Goold Islanders would again face gunfire, on this occasion 
suffering a revenge attack from a party which had been repulsed by Palm 
Islanders the previous evening. 
The Fly had been replaced by the Rattlesnake in 1845 and the latter 
accompanied Kennedy's expedition into North Queensland. The men carried 
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with them 100 sheep and large supplies of ammunition.^ * In May Kennedy 
arrived in Rockingham Bay and intmded into the Hull River region where he 
distributed tin plates and neck chains to the local people, on which he had 
etched his own name. 
Murri aid allowed Kennedy to cross the Murray River, where camps consisted 
of grass huts and sometimes were of 80 to 100 people. Kennedy and his men 
were followed by a group of Murris on 4 July in the Meunga/ Wreck Creek 
area and threatened with spears. When one was thrown, Kennedy ordered the 
men to fire and several Murris were killed while others were wounded.^' 
While Kennedy's expedition had its impact on the mainland, Owen ^iunle^had 
taken the Rattlesnake further north, meeting with Want's yacht the Will O' the 
Wisp at Fitzroy Island in June.^ ° The Will O' the Wisp carried sandalwood 
traders who had intmded into the Palm Islands. During their stay, a well 
planned attack was made by the island's indigenous owners. Five or six 
canoes had surrounded the vessel at half past three in the moming. Six men 
stationed themselves over the hatchways.^' John MacGillivray of the 
Rattlesnake recorded that: 'Their first act was to throw into the cabin and 
down the fore hatchway some lighted bark, and when the master and one of 
the crew mshed on deck in a state of confusion, they were instantly knocked 
on the head with boomerangs and rendered insensible. '^ ^ 
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One of the crew came on deck with a sword, and the Wulgumgaba retreated: 
'the survivors retired in confusion which was further increased by the 
discharge among them of a swivel gun, mounted on a pivot amidships'.^^ The 
Will o' the Wisp then moved on to Goold Island where, at the sight of unarmed 
Murris approaching in canoes, four of the crew opened fire, shooting several 
people.^ The men of the Will O' the Wisp reported the incident to those on 
board the Rattlesnake. Among them was the assistant naval surgeon, T.H. 
Huxley, who surmised that the incident was an act of vengeance inspired by 
events on Palm.^ ^ Of the Palm Island incident, Archibald Meston wrote: 'The 
cause of the conflict and the number of blacks killed are facts not related by 
the Will O' the Wisp historian. As a matter of course, all subsequent white 
men visiting the Palms had an unpleasant reception.'^* 
And so began a history of cultural and political collision between the 
indigenous land owners and the European invaders which would be 
increasingly marked by violence and vengeance on the part of the merchants, 
now able to navigate a passage through the Great Barrier Reef. Explorers and 
surveyors operated as the outriders for westem capitalism, locating safe 
anchorages and sources of wood and water. Both the 'landscape' and the 
indigenous people were perceived as objects for European usage. 
From the 1860s the twin impacts of the land boom and its frontier relations, 
and the increasing traffic of the sea frontier were both devastating the Murri 
population of North Queensland. Events on the mainland would also affect the 
'3 ibid., p. 99. 
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Wulgumgaba, and there is evidence of communications between the various 
groups of the Townsville region throughout this early contact period. 
James Morrill was the carpenter's mate of the Peruvian which was wrecked on 
Horseshoe Reef in 1846. Morrill came ashore with other survivors at Cape 
Cleveland, where he was incorporated into Murri society and lived in the 
Cleveland Bay area for seventeen years. He later recorded that large 
ceremonial gatherings were held in the region, attended by 'considerably over 
a thousand souls' from ten different tribes of the North Queensland coast. '^' 
In 1860 Dairymple surveyed the Halifax Bay area and wrote: 
Numerous natives were seen all along the beach and their 
smokes rose from every part of the coast, hills and islands 
towards the aftemoon, rolling up in large volumes across the 
sun, tinging every object with a lurid blare, and greatly 
impeding our view of the country from the masthead.^ * 
Such gatherings increased the anxieties of European intmders. The first 
recorded encounter between Europeans and Murris in the Cleveland Bay area 
typified later conflicts, with the Europeans presuming danger and quickly 
resorting to firepower. Dairy mple's expedition on the aptly named Spitfire 
would lead to the establishment of the Valley of Lagoons pastoral holding, 
We^ s+of Cardwell. 
On 15 September he anchored in Cleveland Bay with Smith, Stone, Fitzallan 
and Jamie Alexander (an Aboriginal aid) and began to distribute tobacco and 
biscuits to indigenous residents of the area. When more of the local Murris 
arrived carrying spears, however, the Europeans opened fire. The Englishman 
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James Morrill later informed Dalrymple that the men were the group with 
whom he had been living, and that they were attempting to convey the message 
that a white man was among them.^' 
Morrill records: 
Nothing, it will be observed, is mentioned in this [Dalrymple's] 
report about shooting the natives; one stout able bodied 
blackfellow, however, was shot dead by someone in a boat, and 
another was wounded; and the hideous yelling was the noise 
they usually make over their dead.'*" 
Morrill also stated that about fifteen men forming a fishing party were part of 
the group to which he belonged and all had been massacred - 'a sad reward for 
all their kindness to us'. Morrill re-entered white society in Port Denison in 
1863 and died two years later. Those who had adopted Morrill were reluctant 
to let him go, 'fearing I should be taken for a blackfellow and treated 
accordingly, that is shot."*' 
European colonisation was motivated by a lust for land and raw materials to 
service British interests, and killing the indigenous people was the method 
favoured by many settlers. While in the last twenty years estimated figures for 
the number of people occupying the continent at the time of Britain's invasion 
have increased 'as much as three fold', the number of indigenes surviving by 
Federation 'remains roughly the same low figure' that it was in the 1970s 
estimates.'*^ A policy of extermination was pursued for nearly half a century in 
Queensland, with colonisers hunting Murris for bounties and for scientific 
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experiment. Their fingers were used as pipe rammers and their ears were 
nailed to Kcme5f&x4 IAJJIS Murri strategists planned and conducted a campaign 
of defence which was successful in holding back colonisation in many areas, 
and by 1860 was the prime anxiety of colonial Queensland. 
Lilla Watson and Mary Graham note that systems of conflict, endemic to 
westem hierarchical societies, require that people be emotionally, 
psychologically and physically armed, and the fear which dominates this 
process leads to magnifications and distortions in the imaginations of 
participants.'''* Violence on the Queensland frontier thus became escalatory, 
retaliatory and indiscriminate, in a colony committed to arms. It was 
rationalised by a European mentality which was increasingly certain of its 
innate and self-righteous superiority. In this way the frontier became what 
Henry Reynolds has described as 'a finishing school for white arrogance and 
bmtality'.'*^ 
Between the 1850s and the 1880s the whole east coast was colonised by 
bloodshed. Richard Broome notes that 'On the eve of the North Queensland 
invasion, two mass killings had a grave impact on European opinion.' Broome 
refers to the killing of Mrs Eraser, seven of her children and three men, near 
Taroom - an incident precipitated by white male interference with local Murri 
women. Then in 1861 nineteen whites were killed at Cullinlaringoe, near 
Springsure. Bloody punitive raids followed, with Europeans hunting, killing 
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and raping hundreds of Murris in a campaign that lasted for months."*^  Hatred 
became indelibly etched on European minds and death became a central fact of 
life for the indigenous population. 
North Queensland Murris were perceived by Europeans as pests in the way of 
cm inevitable and sacred duty of the British to colonise in the name of 
'progress'. In 1864 the Courier argued that 'Nothing will prevent our native 
tribes acknowledging us as the superior race', and that 'There is no need to 
argue in favour of our right to occupy this country - we take this to be for 
granted."*^ 
On 18 September 1860 Dalrymple wrote of the view of Halifax and Cleveland 
Bays from the mainland: 'The whole coast country seems to SWARM WITH 
BLACKS, whom we found here as elsewhere, very hostile' (my emphasis). 
He further recorded that he was 'obliged' to fire upon Murris of Halifax Bay 
'who poised their spears, yelling and dancing in a very hostile manner', in 
order to ensure 'the safety of the party'. Later the Murris of Magnetic Island 
who approached in two canoes were 'repulsed by Mr Bousfield, by a discharge 
of the brass gun'.'** 
In North Queensland pressure for the confinement and isolation of Murris into 
segregated reserves increased steadily from the 1860s.'*^  It heightened with the 
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establishment of the Cardwell township to service the Valley of Lagoons from 
1864, and European sojoums into Townsville, which was soon to follow in 
being reconstmcted as a sea port. The region was described by the Cardwell 
Police Magistrate in this period as 'a country MUCH INFESTED WITH 
BLACKS' (my emphasis), and he organised for a gun to be fired to rally the 
Europeans together should the Murris approach at night.^° Situated at the foot 
of the Sea View Range, white residents lived in fear of attack for almost 
twenty years. 
European weaponry gave North Queensland whites a strong advantage in the 
conduct of warfare, but coastal Murris continued to exploit the terrain with its 
rain forests, mgged mountain ranges and escape routes via the sea. On 12 
January 1863 the Police Officer in Bowen had advised the Colonial Secretary 
that from the Burdekin to Halifax Bay 'The reports of murders and 
depredations committed by the blacks are so frequent and the panic in the 
district so great' as to make the need for 'additional detachments of Native 
Police'.^' 
The introduction of the Native Mounted Police - a response to continual panic 
in the Cardwell region - was a cmcial alteration to frontier conflict which now 
became marked with frequent punitive expeditions. This force operated as a 
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colonial army, with extermination squads of six to twelve people.^ ^ In 1865, 
when Halifax was first occupied by whites, the Murri population was reported 
as numbering 500. Fifteen years later it was reported to total only twenty-
two." W.R.O. Hill, who was Acting Sub Inspector under Police 
Commissioner Seymour in the late 1860s, believed that: 'the only wise thing 
to do on seeing a black was to shoot and shoot straight, otherwise he would 
certainly spear you'.*"* 
Women in particular were targeted. Native Police were 'usually encouraged' 
to shoot the women, seen to be 'agents and abettors' in hampering colonial 
conquest. George Carrington wrote of contemporary opinion in this period: 
'There is another argument, which is obvious, as I have often heard it openly 
avowed, that the country will never be what it ought until the blacks are 
exterminated, why, the more women are shot, the better.'^ ^ 
Native Police were recmited from distant areas and according to Hill, 'were as 
easy to manage as children' if the officers used 'a bob, a nip of whisky or a 
flogging'.'*^ The fact that many absconded, however, was a regular complaint 
of officers in the northem districts." In 1865 a detachment of this small 
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colonial army arrived in Cardwell in response to the strength of local pressure. 
The Police Magistrate had written to the Colonial Secretary prior to the arrival 
of the troops, to report the killing of a German at the Valley of Lagoons, 
advising that Murris had become 'unusually numerous all around the town', 
and 'a great uneasiness' had developed amongst the white population. Large 
numbers of Murris had arrived by canoes from Hinchinbrook Island, he wrote, 
'for what purpose I cannot tell'.^* 
On 23 March 1867 the Cleveland Bay Express recorded an 'almost unbroken 
line of smoke and fires around Halifax Bay ... Black's fires were also 
numerous on the Coast Range, and to be seen on several of the Palm Islands'. 
Large gatherings were also noted as taking place 'all along the coast'.^^ The 
following year Seymour, as Police Commissioner at Townsville, wrote to the 
Colonial Secretary that 'The coast country all along from Townsville to 
Mackay is inhabited by blacks of the most hostile character.'^° Cardwell 
residents frequently had guns with them while working. Their lives were 
seemingly dominated by mmours, fear and panic. A Cardwell resident wrote 
to the Colonial Secretary in 1870: 
I have heard with great fear and alarm that the Native Police are 
to be recovered from Cardwell and consider that should such be 
the case, it will be necessary for all outside settlers, farmers and 
CO. to break up their homes and retum to town. 
resistance activities, and had built 'a place for jerking and smoking 
beef. 
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The wild blacks are particularly numerous within twenty miles 
of Cardwell and are desperate, strong and warlike tribe (sic).^' 
In the Murray and Tully River areas, as Murris continued to gather and 
organise in response to the invasion, the tactics of the colonisers were 
increasingly those of arsenic-laced flour and massacre.*^ By the 1870s and 
'80s most believed, like George Carrington, that Murris were 'only cumbering 
the ground' that would eventually 'be untenanted and unroamed, save by the 
flocks and herds of the strangers'. Carrington expressed the contemporary 
view that there were two 'classes' of Murris - the 'tame blacks' of the south 
and the 'wild blacks' of the north, and that 'the best way of "civilising" them 
is to shoot them'." 
Captain Moresby of the Basilisk^who was to become involved in retaliations 
himself, wrote of the region in the early 1870s: 
Cardwell was surrounded by various tribes of aborigines and 
these, naturally regarding the men who are rapidly dispossessing 
them as mortal enemies, showed their resentment in murder and 
outrage, and met with terrible retaliation at the hands of our 
countrymen. Native troopers, commanded by white men, were 
employed to hunt down and destroy the offenders .... Tmly the 
darkest places of the earth are full of cmelty.^ 
Despite these words, Moresby conceded to a request from Police Magistrate 
Brinsley Sheridan to despatch the Peri on a retaliatory expedition led by Native 
" QSA, C0L/A151, No. 3296. 
*^  See Elizabeth Ann Kumm, 'Jumbun Lifestyles', Chapter 3. 
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Troopers under Sub Inspector Johnstone, water police and relatives of the 
castaways. Their aim was to avenge the deaths of men aboard the Maria.^^ 
The Maria was an unseaworthy vessel which had been destined for gold 
prospecting in New Guinea when it was caught in a monsoon in 1872 and 
wrecked on Bramble Reef. The captain and six men deserted in the best boat 
available, while others who were separated drifted in boats and on rafts 
towards the mainland. While the captain emd fourteen members of the crew 
were allegedly killed by Murris, another group of eight were cared for by 
them, being taken into their gunyahs and given provisions.^ 
Moresby was convinced by Sheridan that a revenge action was necessitated for 
the death of the captain and his men, and 'to secure the safety of Cardwell 
itself. Johnstone and his troopers comered a group before daylight near Tom 
O'Shanter Point and massacred almost an entire tribe. Moresby recalls that the 
troopers 'showed an unrestrained ferocity that disgusted our officers'."^ ^ 
The tribe was driven to the sea, and women and children were shot as they 
leapt into the water. Five of the older men survived by hiding under rock 
ledges and in caves.^ * R. Logan Jack wrote: 'It is to be hoped that the "tribe" 
which received exemplary punishment for the murder of the Captain and his 
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three men had no connection with that which saved the lives of the occupants 
of the larger raft. '^ ^ 
The Colonial Secretary drew the attention of Parliament to an article in the 
Central Australasian which alleged that Johnstone: 
... spoke of killing whole camps - not merely men but girls and 
piccaninnies - with the greatest coolness. Further experience of 
this man and other residents in these parts ... have convinced me 
that the policy of the Queensland Govemment towards the blacks 
is simply, though not unavowedly, one of extermination.^° 
European presence increased in the seventies as the search for timber led to the 
development of a track to the Tableland goldfields via the Upper Murray.'^ ' 
But attacks on homesteads and coastal vessels meant that Cardwell gained an 
'alarming reputation' throughout the colony.^ ^ With the spearing of horses and 
cattle, and the killing in 1875 of the Conns who were farming south of 
Cardwell, anxieties heightened and calls for greater police intervention became 
increasingly urgent. Reprisals followed on the death of the Conns and more of 
the local Murris were killed - 'men, women and children sharing the same 
fate'.^^ Introduced diseases and starvation through loss of hunting grounds 
were also taking their toll.'"* 
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Hunger was used to entice Murris to labour onto stations and properties from 
the 1860s. Fringe camps became an escape from the terrorism of the towns 
and though technically illegal, curfews were imposed. While Murris continued 
to reside in and around the Townsville region during the first two decades of 
European settlement, their movements were restricted by police, and their 
numbers had been reduced to approximately one-fourth or less of their pre-
contact numbers.^ ^ 
Where farmers objected to the camps in the Cardwell region, police would 
forcibly remove them on request.^ * Enforced removals and food distribution 
centres, where rations acted as a bait, would eventually reach its logical 
extension in the establishment of reserves which provided the cage. Half-
hearted and under-funded attempts to establish reserves on Hinchinbrook 
Island, the Tully River, Cardwell and Townsville occurred in the 1870s and 
1880s.'' 
Coastal fisheries, especially the harvesting of beche-de-mer and pearl shell, 
also took their toll on Murris of the coast and offshore islands, who were 
frequently subject to kidnappings and violence. In 1872, a Townsville 
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fisherman anchored in Challenger Bay, Palm Island, and when three or four 
Murris pulled out form the shore he fired on them and left before nightfall.'* 
With the increase in shipping due to the gold mshes, Murri attacks on 
fishermen accelerated. Failure to meet obligations or to acknowledge 
reciprocity in relationships were frequent sources of tension and conflict. The 
cutter Goodwill left Townsville for beche-de-mer fishing in March 1873, with 
Daniel Kelly, William Rose and William White on board. At Palm Island they 
induced three men, two women and three boys to join them, then travelled to 
Green Island and set up camp. On 12 April, as Rose and White were 
squeezing fish on the beach and Kelly was attending to the boat, the Palm 
Islanders attacked with axes. Rose and White were killed but Kelly managed 
to escape to Oyster Company Island. The reason for the attack is not 
recorded. When Sub Inspector Johnstone investigated at Green Island, he was 
attacked by Murris and fired on them.'^ 
On 11 July 1873 Daniel Kelly retumed to his beche-de-mer camp at Green 
Island. Another camp had been erected on the other side of the island by 
Townsville fishermen James Mercer, Charles Reeves, John Finlay and a South 
Sea Islander named Towrie, with Murris from Cleveland Bay who were in 
their employ. Kelly later reported that some of his party told him that Mercer 
had been attacked for failing to provide bread as expected by the workers that 
night. Kelly found the four dead men and saw the Cleveland Bay people 
escaping in Mercer's boat.*° 
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Murris of the offshore islands gained an increasing reputation for resisting the 
invasion as the seventies progressed. In 1874 the Albert and Edward carried 
supplies from Maryborough to Cardwell, but ran into bad weather and 
anchored in Challenger Bay. The crew were attacked by Palm Islanders who 
threw buming bark into their cabins and then closed the scuttle. When the 
captain mshed on deck, the Wulgumgaba leapt overboard and escaped.*' 
In the following decade, the Wulgumgaba confronted invasion and intmsion by 
fishermen, whalers and tourists. They adapted themselves to European 
employment but simultaneously maintained their lifestyles upon the land and 
the sea. Many of the European and Japanese intmders were weatherbound 
seamen, some of whom were saved from starvation by the food supplies 
provided by Palm Islanders.*^ 
The isolation of the island meant that the Wulgumgaba were particularly 
vulnerable to abduction by fishermen for use as cheap labour in an industry 
marked by heavy intoxication and abuse. 'Beche-de-mer crews' writes Noel 
Loos, 'could be fairly described as the scum of the earth', and Ross Fitzgerald 
describes them as 'the lowest of the low'.*^ As the beche-de-mer and pearl 
shelling industries grew, so too did the death rates in Murri populations of the 
North Queensland coast. 
In 1877 Brinsley Sheridan, as Land Commissioner for Cardwell, had reported 
that Murris on the coast and adjacent islands were being kidnapped and forced 
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to dive, and that the theft of women from Palm Island had resulted in the 
spearing of two men from the Herbert River. The capturing of women was 
'leading to bloodshed and sacrifice on both sides' of the sea frontier. 
Unbeknownst to the Wulgumgaba, Sheridan at this point recommended that 
their island should be used as a reserve for Murris from the Herbert River, 
Halifax Bay and Murray and Tully regions, as they 'are in constant 
communication with those residing upon the Islands'.*^ 
Archibald Meston's 1896 'Report on the Aboriginals of Queensland' included 
his findings on the sea industries of the Townsville region, noting massacres 
and slavery, kidnapping and the abuse of women as features of the trade: 
Some of the beche-de-mer fishermen treated them fairly, but 
there were other men who enticed blacks on board, worked them 
like slaves, treated them like dogs, and finished by leaving them 
marooned on a reef, or shot them, or landed them far from their 
home.*^ 
He argued that the trade was conducted 'in a reckless, immoral spirit, free 
from any sense of responsibility' and that where fishermen were killed 'most 
of these so-called "murders by blacks" were merely acts of justly deserved 
retribution'.*^ The following year, Parry-Okeden reported as Police 
Commissioner on 'the Aborigines of North Queensland' and drew similar 
conclusions, noting that 'abuses and outrages' were frequent and 'there are few 
honourable exceptions to the general mle'.*' 
Women were to suffer particularly from the abuse, being treated as mere 
commodities to be traded and exchanged from one region to another. In 1880 
^ QVP, Vol 2, (1877), p. 1245. 
*^  QVP, Vol 4, (1896), p. 724. 
'' ibid., p. 725. 
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Sub Inspector Johnstone fumished the Colonial Govemment with a report from 
'Mickey' of the Palm Islands who stated that the Townsville fisherman, 
Charley Johnson, had shot 'Jimmy' in the leg and abducted 'Kitty' by force. 
He further stated that 'Antonie', from the Cape Verde Islands, abducted two 
women from Palm and took one to Lawson in Caims, who then removed her 
to his station on Green Island. Antonie then brought the other woman to the 
Mulgrave where he was working with a man named Petersen, 'who now has 
possession of her'.** 
Two years later, the Customs Officer of Cooktown reported to the Colonial 
Secretary that in the Townsville region and surrounding islands men on pearl 
shelling and fishing boats 'drafted' local Murri residents after the manner of 
sheep', upsetting familial relations who 'manifested a strong aversion to their 
separation'. A girl of eleven or twelve years of age was abducted from 
Hinchinbrook Island, and 'must have received shameful treatment in the 
voyage between Hinchinbrook and Cooktown' before being dragged through 
the main street of the town.*^ G.E. Richards of the Palmina provided a report 
in 1887 to Townsville police from Bentley who was engaged curing fish at 
Palm Island. He stated that crews were landing in Challenger Bay and 
acquiring women as prostitutes using tobacco supplies.^° The taking of young 
people and the prostitution of women severely mptured kinship ties and 
traditional cultural practices, while violence, introduced diseases and 
unbalanced diets led to depopulation.^' 
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There was little official intervention to halt these abuses. Fisheries were 
unregulated in the early years and the Pearl Shell and Beche-de-mer Fishery 
Act of 1881 passed through the legislature with its protective clauses deleted, 
and an over-riding concem to approach the industry as a source of collecting 
revenues through a licensing system.'^ Fears of imperial criticism motivated 
the liberal Govemment of Samuel Griffith to introduce the 1884 Native 
Labourers' Protection Bill, but the legislation was barely policed and did little 
to halt kidnappings or abuse." As late as 1907 a Papuan boy was buried on 
Palm Island after being held by a Japanese fisherman under three fathoms of 
water until he drowned. The boy had been employed as a cook, refused to 
dive for the fisherman, and suffered his wrath.^ '* 
Govemment intervention on Palm Island was seemingly motivated less by a 
desire for the protection of Murri labourers than it was for their acquisition. 
Sub Inspector Johnstone reported he had 'not had the opportunity' to follow up 
abuses relayed to him by Palm Islanders, but that when visiting with his 
troopers in the 1870s and '80s, 'the Blacks have always mustered and reported 
themselves to me' and 'I have carefully fostered the feeling as at any time by 
visiting these Islands I could get any particular native necessary'.^^ 
Other intmders were acquisitive towards the island's natural resources, with 
the first chartered boat trips from Townsville in the 1870s taking local white 
residents on the Day Dawn to visit Palm for 'shooting, fishing and hunting for 
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curiosities'.^^ A group of Townsville tourists visiting Palm in 1883 traded 
whiskey for spears and dilly bags and 'chartered' two Murris with boxes 'to 
convey our gathered produce', the weight of which nearly sank their boat.^ 
Passing the Palm Islands in his whaleboat in the 1890s, Arthur Wallis anchored 
and went ashore to aim his gun at cockatoos, pigeons, parrots and ducks until 
he grew tired of shooting.^ * 
In 1887 the English philanthropist Lady Annie Brassey visited Palm Island on 
the Sunbeam with a party of tourists who took away clams, helmets, conches, 
pearl-oysters, cowries and indigenous fauna, bemoaning that 'the specimens 
were not very perfect'.^ Tourists carried with them a mental baggage 
conceming the indigenous people whom they treated as curiosities. Their 
luggage included European notions of 'savagery' and was shaped by the 
increasingly popular theory of 'the doomed race'. They fitted their 
observations accordingly. Edited from Lady Brassey's published joumal, but 
included in her daughter's supplement to it, were the following remarks: 
We were well armed, as the blacks of North Queensland are 
cannibals; but the few there were on Palm Island were as 
miserable specimens of the human race as can well be 
conceived.... In the middle of each shelter was a fire with 
women, children and dogs sitting round it doing absolutely 
nothing. Poor creatures! They can have no decent food; the 
wonder is that they do not die out faster than they are doing."^ 
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Since its propagation to justify the war of extermination in the late nineteenth 
century, this European myth of the 'cannibalistic' Murris of North Queensland 
has proven an enduring one. Lurid anecdotal accounts published by regional 
newspapers, combined with the writings of ethnographers like Walter E. Roth 
and Carl Lumholtz, and the explorer-entrepreneur, Christie Palmerston, tumed 
suspicions and second and third-hand accounts into convictions, eye witness 
reports and local legends. In North Queensland this myth, peppered with 
details of a supposed preference for Asiatic flesh, was useful both in 
rationalising dispossession as the introduction of 'civilisation', and in deterring 
Chinese miners from entering the goldfields.'°' 
Michael Pickering's recent research examines 440 supposed instances of 
indigenous cannibalism from 298 reports, concluding that 'valid altemative 
explanations existed for 99 percent of reports claiming cannibalism, with 
mortuary rites being the most likely explanation'. He notes that early 
observers tended not to stay for the 'culmination of funeral proceedings, 
preferring instead to leave and let their pre-conceptions fill in the missing 
pieces'.'°^ Pickering's critique of the issue concludes that 'the evidence of 
Aboriginal cannibalism anywhere in Australia is very poor', while the 
'evidence that colonial reporters were incorrect and extravagant in their 
accusations is very strong.''°^ Similarly, Richard Buchhom, having examined 
joumals, books, letters and archival material related to North Queensland for 
the period 1861 to 1897, concludes that cremation and burial practices were 
frequently misconstmed, and that 'In summary, we do not have a credible 
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account of either a European or Chinese person ever having been eaten by 
Aboriginal people, let alone evidence of any preference. "°'* 
Neither Pickering nor Buchhom claim that human flesh was never eaten, but 
both stress that the consumption of parts of the deceased for spiritual reasons 
does not fall within the accepted definitions of cannibalism.'°^ Buchhom also 
notes that while 'in most societies' there are 'probable incidents where the 
eating of human flesh was done for survival', this again, 'does not cause a 
whole race or nation to be described as cannibals'.'°^ 
Despite the efforts of these writers to debunk the myth, its ubiquity in the early 
colonial period continues to flavour recent historiographies. Both Eric Rolls' 
Sojoumers (1992), dealing with Australian-Chinese relations,'"^ and Helen 
Brayshaw's Well Beaten Paths (1990),'°* conceming the ethnography and 
archaeology of North Queensland, reinforce century-old misconceptions 
conceming the nature of indigenous lifestyles. Rolls reiterates various 
indefensible generalisations, including that 'They [Aborigines] all ate human 
flesh as sustenance, not as ritual' and that 'inevitably some Chinese were 
eaten', while he fails to provide sources for these accusations.'°^ Brayshaw's 
references to 'various forms of cannibalism' having been 'practised in north 
eastem Queensland', her use of the term 'mortuary cannibalism' and uncritical 
references and citations from writers like Roth, Lumholtz and even Tom 
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Petrie's memoirs of the Brisbane district,"° also contribute to the tenacity of 
European mythology regarding the history of indigenous people in North 
Queensland. 
Carl Lumholtz's vividly titled Among Cannibals was originally written in 1889 
and reprinted in 1980.'" Brayshaw's assertion that 'it is likely' that Lumholtz 
'actually witnessed' the practice of cannibalism"^ does not accord with his 
work which refers only to what he was told by his Murri guides and by other 
unnamed witnesses who were vague on details of dates and settings. Richard 
Buchhom comments that anyone familiar with the Aboriginal sense of humour 
would suspect he was being conned by his indigenous companions, who made 
the subject 'a leading topic of their campfire conversation': 'their eyes 
sparkled at the thought of eating human flesh; thighs, they assured him, were 
the best eating'. While possibly encouraged by Lumholtz' apparent 'disgust 
and irritation', they showed 'restraint and courtesy'. Alloying his fears by 
assurances that they had no stomach for the flesh of a white man!'"^ 
Buchhom's critique of the issue draws upon the work of W. Arens, The Man 
Eating Myth (1979), which explores 'the predisposition of colonisers, 
anthropologists and historians to see cannibalism among people whose lands 
they want, or whom they regard as primitive'. Hence, the Irish, Scots, Jews 
and Catholics have all been so accused, while the lack of reliable or first hand 
evidence has not deterred colonisers or missionaries from asserting that the 
practice ceased shortly before their interactions with these 'exotic strangers', or 
no 
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immediately upon their arrival and instmctions."'* As Pickering concludes, it 
is not so much a question of 'what some people will eat' but what other 
'people will swallow'."^ 
European perceptions of indigenous people as 'exotic strangers' were important 
to the success of many tourist ventures in North Queensland at the tum of the 
century. In the early twentieth century tourism was developed as an industry 
on Palm Island with Harry Butler's constmction of a guest house at Butler 
Bay. The Butlers had settled at Picnic Point, Magnetic Island, in 1877 and 
helped to staff stations at Hawkins Point and Nobby Point to accommodate 
English settlers to Australia."* Silas Pryor of Palm Island states that Butler 
still lived on Magnetic when he ran the guest house on Palm, govemment 
records specifying that he held a private lease of 320 acres in Butler Bay with 
accommodation for forty visitors. Public lands records also register another 
320 acres leased by Thos Francis at Coolgarie Bay.'" 
Reg Palm Island said that his father Dick worked for Butler, gathering oysters 
and peat for manure, while also hunting for fish and turtle to support his 
family."* Both Butler and Francis developed pig farms on the island, causing 
serious interference with Wulgumgaba lifestyles. On 14 June 1913 Sweetman, 
as the Townsville Inspector and Protector of Aboriginals, wrote to the Chief 
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Protector that the pigs 'of which they have a large number' were allowed 'to 
roam all over the Island, rooting up the whole place': 'The Aboriginals' dogs 
in hunting wallabies must come across the pigs and naturally hunt them as 
well. It is hard indeed if under the circumstances the blacks get their best 
dogs shot.'"^ 
.120 Sweetman attached a letter from Reg Palm Island's father, Dick 
Please Sair, 
I am just taking the pleasure of writing a line to ask you about 
how far Mr Francis and Mr Butler had paid rend for grown in here ... 
we want to know if they pay rent for this place please Sair.... Mr 
Francis and Mr Butler they are shooting all our Best dog we had just 
because our dog been bit a pig near our place.... Butlar and Francis 
told us that if we do kill pig near our place or anywhere else outside 
this Island they going to Report us ... we want you to come so we can 
tell you how they Treat us on this Island ... these boys had no blanket 
they are all at home now and that is all I have to say.'^' 
The shooting of dogs was a frequent occurrence with the advent of colonisation 
and a significant feature of warfare on indigenous lifestyles. Dogs were 
cmcial to hunting and ontologically had a spiritual essence closer to human 
beings than most animals.'^ ^ They also provided warmth, as Dick Palm 
Island's reference to 'no blanket' could well attest. 
Despite the interference of the tourist and fishing industries, the Wulgumgaba 
managed to retain their lifestyles and adapted the newly available European 
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technologies to the benefit of hunting practices. Reg Palm Island states that his 
grandfather Mick would work for half of a year at Halifax on beche-de-mer 
boats, and for the other half lived a traditional lifestyle on the island. He said 
that many of the Palm Islanders worked for fishermen at Cooktown and died 
there. His grandmother continued to live in the bush, getting food from the 
island supplied by two or three people in canoes.'^ ^ In 1910 the Chief 
Protector, Richard B. Howard, reported that dinghies and cutters were also 
acquired and were being used to provide food from the sea.'^ 
In the same report, Howard expressed his fmstration that his attempts to 
introduce agricultural cultivation had been 'without any result'. Liberman 
notes: The reports of joumalists, missionaries and colonial officers alike 
recorded the tacitum but persistent adherence of Aboriginal people to their own 
cultural traditions. It is difficult to assess this stubbomness as anything other 
than deliberate and intelligent.'^ ^ 
The history of European intmsion into Palm Island, which had begun with 
surveying and detailing its people then moved to killing the Wulgumgaba and 
acquiring large quantities of the island's natural resources, would lead 
eventually to a self-righteous assumption of control of both the island and its 
people 'for their own good'. Throughout its post-contact history, the official 
European attitude was one of increasing intervention. Regular govemment 
visits with provisions of food and tobacco occurred throughout the early 
twentieth century, despite official acknowledgment that these were a people 
'making a good living and well able to look after themselves'.'^ "^ 
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Throughout the conflict which colonisation wrought, the Wulgumgaba at no 
stage ceded their lands. They were eventually forcibly removed to the 
mainland. Demands for the segregation of Murris in the Townsville/ Palm 
Island region were made with greater and greater urgency as the warfare of the 
sea frontier escalated, and as the battles in the Cardwell, Tully and Murray 
River areas unfolded. This background forms the context for understanding 
the pressure for a legislated policy to remove the indigenous people from their 
lands and to place them 'under the Act'. 
The reserve legislation and its implementation is the subject of the following 
chapter, where it is argued that bureaucratic protectionism, placed in its 
historical setting, was a tactic of war. The outcome of conflict in north 
Queensland was the banishing of the prisoners of this warfare into punitive 
compounds, through the imposition of white law. Roberta Sykes has written: 
Without consultation with any of the people who had mn the 
legal system here for 50,000 years, a white system of law ... 
was simply moved in to supplant the indigenous system. Under 
white definition and administration of this law. Blacks have been 
tumed into criminals and victims of the white legal 'system'.... 
Aboriginal resistance to the illegal appropriation of their lands 
by whites was twisted by whites so that Black resistance to white 
criminal acts became criminal ... white law protects white 
order. '^' 
127 Roberta B. Sykes, Black Majority (Hawthom , Hudson, 1989), pp. 83-
84. 
CHAPTER 2 
Protecting White Order: From Warfare to 
Bureaucratic Protectionism; The Hull River Reserve 
We call upon the Govemment, then, in the name of common 
justice, to do their duty. The squatter has made Australia what 
it is, and he and the men in his employ are entitled to the 
protection for which they contribute. 
Brisbane Courier 
8 December 1864 
... the white man was developing out there and the old blackfella 
was in the road, so they lifted 'em away. 
Bill Congoo, Palm Island - A Punishment Place. 
Part II (ABC Social History Unit, 1989) 
While fear, greed, misunderstanding and ignorance had resulted in the 
escalation of violence in late nineteenth century Queensland, this in itself was 
merely a sub-plot to the broader story of conflict between two vastly different 
world views. To indigenous society land was mother, sacred, the source of 
one's being and belonging. Land was the basis of law and religion which were 
intertwined. Indigenous philosophy and social practices were based on the 
Custodial Ethic which deemed the meaning of life to be in looking after the 
land and others.' 
With colonisation came a society which perceived land as a commodity to be 
bought, sold and exploited. This practice was sanctioned by European law. 
1 Roberta B. Sykes, Black Majority (Hawthom, Hudson, 1989) p. 83, 
and L Watson and M Graham, 'Aboriginal Political Practices In A 
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To the invading society what make life meaningful was that it was productive.^ 
European law promoted individual accumulation and competition, and 
protected the maintenance of a social hierarchy through a set of written mles 
imposed by its wealthy goveming elite. A controlling ethic^ emphasised fear 
of god and authority to promote law-abiding citizenship. 
Formal mles of exchange in indigenous society ensured that there was no 
individual accumulation of wealth. The emphasis was upon personal 
responsibility rather than individual rights, upon group rather than individual 
welfare, upon the sharing of resources and the non-promotion of self.'* 
Indigenous society was laterally stmctured, so that while the old were 
acknowledged as experts in such areas as the resolution of conflict, no-one was 
more important or higher than anyone else.^ 
Lilla Watson and Mary Graham write that for indigenous people 'Security 
came from knowing one's place in the kinship system, and the consequent 
mutual responsibilities with regard to people and to the land'.* For Europeans, 
on the other hand, security came through the domination of one's 
Kenneth Liberman, Understanding Interaction in Central Australia 
(Boston, Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1985), p. 161. 
Watson and Graham, 'Aboriginal Political Practices', p. 2. 
H.M. Griffin, Frontier Town - The Early History of Townsville and Its 
Hinterland 1964-1884 (BA Honours Thesis, James Cook University, 
1983), p. 15, and L. Watson, 'Our Children: Part of the Past, Present 
and Providing a Vision for the Future: A Murri Perspective' in 
Australian Child and Family Welfare. 1989, p. 6. 
Liberman, Understanding Interaction, p. 152. See also Nancy M. 
Williams and Lesley Jolley, 'From Time Immemorial? Gender 
Relations in Aboriginal Societies Before "White Contact"' for a 
debunking of the European myth that Aboriginal women were 'the 
devalued chattels of their men', Kay Saunders and Raymond Evans 
(eds). Gender Relations in Australia - Domination and Negotiation 
(Sydney, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1992), pp. 9-17. 
Watson and Graham, 'Aboriginal Political Practices', p. 6. 
53. 
surroundings. Theirs was a culture of conquest. Conflicts were controlled 
through the surveillance of armies and police and through segregation of the 
deviant to workhouses, asylums, prison hulks and through their transportation 
to newly conquered territories. 
Moral dichotomies justified the process. The victorious were superior and 
civilised, the defeated were barbaric and immoral. European notions of 
historical evolution had created heroes and villains, good and evil. Christians 
and infidels, pioneers and savages.' Social Darwinist ethics demonstrated that 
competition was natural and inevitable. It was 'necessary and correct for those 
most fit to survive'.* 
High death rates of Murri populations were thereby 'explained away', while 
the survivors would increasingly be banished to segregated, territorial reserves. 
This form of social engineering was designed to extend domination and by 
1898 would be sanctioned by law. Pressure from organised white residents, 
newspaper editors, farmers, police, magistrates and Govemment officials 
mounted in the late 1880s, the dominant voices amongst them increasingly 
adamant about the need for a more systematic and extensive means of control. 
Isaac Henry voiced the opinions of many in North Queensland when in 1885 
he contacted the Colonial Secretary seeking action. 'It is now' he wrote, 'a 
matter of white or black on the Tully'.^ 
As early as 1864 J.C. White had advised the Colonial Secretary to consider the 
value of 'protection' as 'self interest'. Through schemes of 'amelioration' he 
argued, indigenous 'wandering habits' would be restrained, and 'a degree of 
' See Paul Hoch, White Hero. Black Beast - Racism. Sexism and the 
Mask of Masculinity (London, Pluto Press, 1979), p. 45. 
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^ Isaac Henry to Colonial Secretary, 9 September 1885, COL/A437, No 
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influence and authority acquired over the whole Aboriginal population in 
contact with Europeans'.'° With the growing acknowledgment by Europeans 
of the futility of outright warfare, came the realisation that indigenous labour 
could be hamessed to the benefit of the entrepreneur. 
Experiments in Mackay in the 1870s had seen the establishment of 
Queensland's first reserve, where Murri labourers were rewarded with a meal 
and half stick of tobacco for a full day's work." The Report of the 
Commissioners in 1874 on the 'Aborigines of Queensland' commended the 
efforts of Mackay sugar planters in setting up the reserve and argued that 
'Aboriginal labour ... might be far more generally and profitably employed 
than it has hitherto been', if 'every effort' were made 'to induce them to reside 
on reserves'.'^ 
Where, in the 1860s and '70s, 'dispersal' had been the euphemism applied to 
killing the indigenous land owners, later decades saw the term 'protection' 
used to describe their dispossession and control. In the name of protection, the 
protection of the land and of physical escape was taken away. Through the 
institution of reserves, indigenous economy, social practices and spiritual 
values were assaulted. 
This process was sanctioned by the Aborigines Protection and Restriction of 
the Sale of Opium Act of 1897. The rationale for the legislation was provided 
by Archibald Meston. A former MP and sugar planter, Meston had not 
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spoken out conceming the abuse of Murris or proposals to alleviate distress 
until the 1890s, while others had expressed concem, especially over the actions 
of the Native Police, from the 1850s. Influenced by the eugenic theories of 
Karl Pearson, Meston abhorred 'the breeding of half-castes'.'^ 
As a joumalist, leader of scientific expeditions and a civil servant, Meston 
directly encountered Murris on numerous occasions, and William Thorpe notes 
that he sought to 'impress and overawe Aborigines' whenever he met them, 
often through the use of 'physical force' or 'guns'.''* Indeed, referring to an 
incident in 1871 in which he spoke with a Palm Islander on the mainland north 
of Townsville, Meston wrote of how he persuaded 'Moonalba' to help him 
explore the area by telling him 'he would be the deadest blackfellow on this 
side of kingdom come' if he did not. 'You cannot discuss a serious subject', 
wrote Meston, 'or argue the point with a native'.'^ Moreover, in 1881 he 
spent several weeks on his property in Caims, shooting Murris in the area, and 
by the 1880s he had 'something of a reputation for killing'.'* 
As the author of the 1896 'Report on the Aboriginals of Queensland' Meston 
recommended to the Colonial Govemment that the participation of Murris in a 
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capitalist, agricultural economy be ensured through the use of force. He 
argued that 'the law of the strongest' dictated that Murris accept 'enforced 
residence in one locality' and that they 'could be collected' and 'made to 
produce their own food by hunting, fishing zmd cultivation'. Meston proposed 
their 'total exclusion' from towns except those in regulated employment, and 
the 'principle of isolation on reserves' as a solution to the 'perpetual warfare' 
of the colony." 
While moves towards food distribution centres and reserves were partly aimed 
at appeasing concems of the British Colonial Office over growing reports of 
atrocities and starvation of the indigenous people,'* and while 'protection' 
policies sought a 'laying down of the gun', reserves remained within the ambit 
of military solutions. The impetus for the legislation was provided by the 
Police Commissioner, W.E. Parry-Okeden, whose report to the Home 
Secretary in 1897 argued that 'submission' was 'the essential prologue to 
gaining influence over them'. From a military family, Parry-Okeden had 
previously been in charge of Native Police, and was of the opinion that 'myall 
aborigines' were 'impulsive, fickle, cunning and very treacherous'. His 
recommendations to Govemment argued that punitive actions should be 
legalised: 
Where outrages have been committed by the aboriginals and the 
arrest of the actual perpetrators cannot be readily effected, the 
Commissioner may direct that all gatherings of aboriginals in the 
neighbourhood may be followed up by police, and disarmed and 
dispersed by force.'^ 
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Parry-Okeden recommended that the Native Police force be retained, since 
'bushmen, pioneers and prospectors of our own race require protection'. He 
saw his wishes fulfilled to the extent of the continuing active service of the 
force in the Gulf country into the 1900s, and in the presence of Native Police 
on reserve lands. 'It is a well known fact' he wrote, 'that the only control 
possible to be obtained at the outset and maintained over wild or uncivilised 
blacks is by the exercise and exhibition of superior force'.^° His report and the 
ensuing legislation spoke the language of power. 
The confinement of Murris to territorial reserves provided a cheap and 
simplified method of control and served to appease the colonisers' 
preoccupations with security. Murris had drifted towards towns and stations as 
the collision with the invaders intensified. Death had become a central fact of 
life. Cohesion and security were disintegrating with the loss of elders and 
their teachings. Hunting grounds had been destroyed and fenced off. Many 
were weary of mnning and fighting, were ill and starving, in a world where 
'The principle of uncertainty mled where once there had been certainty'.^' 
European fears of attack, of the spread of introduced diseases , and of inter-
racial sexual relations could be quelled by the process of removing the 
survivors of the frontier wars.^ ^ 
Within the confines of reserves, European institutions in the form of industrial 
schools and churches, would be used to impose a war of values, forcing 
domination of the European world view. As the member for Camarvon, 
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Donald Gunn believed a 'civilising' mission was necessary to rid the 
indigenous people of their insistence on sharing. 'If it were not for the 
bandicooting socialistic propensities of the aboriginal' he told the House, 'he 
would be just as civilised as the white man'. Gunn hoped that once placed on 
reserves he could be 'cured' of his 'socialistic' tendencies.^ ^ 
Severing the nexus of kin to country would facilitate a process of cultural 
genocide. The authority of the State, the values of the work ethic, of progress, 
development and puritanism could be more successfully indoctrinated into 
Murri minds in the context of remote and intensively controlled institutional 
settings. Similarly, transportation of convicts from Britain had destroyed their 
ties of kinship and meant an absence of traditional leaders to take responsibility 
for decisions. It was therefore much easier for the State to assume control, 
establishing a relentless institutionalisation in which the prisoners of Female 
Factories, workhouses and penitentiaries had their daily lives dominated by an 
authoritarian elite. Henry Reynolds notes that many of the missionaries to 
Australia saw themselves as playing the roles they had assumed in English 
philanthropic schools and workhouses.^" 
Though proclaimed a 'benevolent' procedure, the process of removal was 
conducted by armed police who frequently enforced submission using 
handcuffs and the chaining of feet. Fears of removal became an ultimate 
social control. Greg Dening's assessment of colonisation in the Marquesas 
Islands also applies to the pattems of cultural collision in Queensland: 
There was violence in the Outsiders' presumed right to possess 
the Land; there was violence in the assumption of cultural 
superiority; violence in the prejudices, violence in the goodwill 
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to make savages civilised and Christian; violence in the real 
politik of empire and progress.^ ^ 
Round-ups became a significant feature of people's lives in North Queensland. 
Police would patrol an area for several days, 'mustering' those who worked 
without exemption tickets and groups who continued to practice their 
traditional lifestyles on the land. Elizabeth Kumm has recorded that in the 
Tully-Murray River areas, Murris developed waming systems to signal the 
need to move camp or to hide in the rainforest to avoid detection. One 
informant recalled events in-between round-ups: 'people mnning away in the 
hills everywhere.... They didn't make a fire might be see light buming, 
smoke coming. Policeman might be walk around somewheres'.^ *^ 
In the instance of capture and removal, friends and relatives were witnesses. 
Foucault's research into westem systems of punishment notes that 'penalties 
are constantly placed before citizens' eyes' and are directed not only at those 
who commit the offence, but 'above all at others, at all the potentially 
guilty'.^' In this sense, the process of removal was an exhibition of colonial 
power. Frantz Fanon writes: 'The settler-native relationship is a mass 
relationship. The settler pits bmte force against the weight of numbers. He is 
an exhibitionist. His preoccupation with security makes him remind the native 
out loud that he alone is master. '^ * 
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Just as the initial appropriation of land had been legally sanctioned by law -
Royal proclamation defining the indigenous people as British subjects - so, too, 
were legal means used to justify their domination. The use of white law to 
sanction herding people to reserves began in Queensland, lasted in this colony 
for the longest period of time, affected the greatest number of people and 
served as a prototype for reserve systems in other colonies.^ ^ And while 
intemational law may have supported the view that reserves were some form 
of native tenure, a concession to indigenous land ownership,^" in Queensland 
their very reservation was subject to the whim of white entrepreneurs. When 
introducing the Bill to Parliament in 1897, the Colonial Secretary Horace 
Tozer stated that if gold were to be found on any of the reserves, the people 
would be moved elsewhere.^' 
Like the early geographical surveyors, colonial officers entered the region of 
North Queensland with white eyes. They overlooked the question of what 
Murris might want for themselves, engaged as they were in a process of 
'study' rather than consultation. Foucault notes that the conquering societies 
that 'came into being at the end of antiquity on the westem side of the 
European continent' developed a 'pastoral technology in the management of 
men' - 'a strange technology of power treating the vast majority of men as a 
flock with a few shepherds'.^^ The westem view of the indigenous land 
owners in Australia regarded them as mere objects to be operated upon, and 
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Murris were subjected to what CD. Rowley has called 'the assumptions of a 
stock-breeder'.^^ Given the status of animals, Murris were treated accordingly. 
The reserve strategy changed the form of conquest from bullets to pacification 
through food supplies. Tobacco, sugar and tea rations, with their 
accompanying addictions, were offered as baits; police then mustered the 
newly gathered herds towards the confinement of the cage. 
The fact that indigenous survival was linked to the land of one's belonging was 
to some extent acknowledged by colonial authorities, but the evidence was 
rapidly dismissed. In 1886 William Swan, Police Magistrate at Cardwell, 
wrote to the Under-Colonial Secretary: 'The black man's extreme love for his 
own country will not suffer him to abide even in luxurience [sic] at any 
distance away from there. ^  Yet he concluded the letter with a recom-
mendation that Murris in the Murray and Tully River areas be collected 
together and confined to a reserve. Meston dismissed claims of indigenous 
attachments to land as 'children's thoughts' and wrote: 'There is no hardship 
to them in this enforced residence in one locality. In any case, the old order 
of things is passing away and they must adopt themselves to the changed 
environment.'^ ^ 
The new 'order of things' was designed to remove all obstacles to 
Europeanisation, with Murris confined to often barren lands, where their 
poorly funded settlements would not be readily apparent to mainstream society. 
This process kept Murris excluded from access to the white socio-economic 
hierarchy and from equality in community life for half a century in 
Queensland. Systematic discrimination through spatial segregation and 
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isolation created the appearance of homogeneity, simultaneously exaggerating 
the differences between indigenous and non-indigenous people in a very lasting 
way. This scheme was ostensibly constmcted 'for their own good'.^ ^ 
Non-indigenous historians have largely tended to regurgitate this notion that 
reserves were a benevolent measure on the part of the State. In 1972 CD. 
Rowley wrote that the basis of the legislation lay in 'humanitarian concem' and 
was aimed at 'a genuine effort at protection', while in 1976 Gerard Guthrie 
wrote of reserves as 'a vast improvement' on extermination policies.^' As 
recently as 1985 Gordon Reid argued that 'Meston's scheme was a positive 
attempt to help Aborigines ... the effects of the Act were not as bad as the 
effects of having no protection at all would have been.'^ * These analyses 
overlook what Eugene D. Genovese describes as the 'inherent racism' and 
'intolerable contradictions' of patemalism itself, and the power relations of an 
'injust social order' in which it evolved. Discussing the nature of 'Old 
Massa's ostensible benevolence, kindness and good cheer' in slave societies of 
the American south in the nineteenth century, he notes that patemalism 'grew 
out of the necessity to discipline and morally justify a system of exploitation. 
It did encourage kindness and affection, but it simultaneously encouraged 
cmelty and hatred.'^ ^ 
Yet, if the perspective that reserves were the outcome of 'humanitarianism' 
and 'benevolence' has dominated traditional white historiography on the issue, 
some writers, particularly Raymond Evans, Noel I>oos and Thomas Blake, 
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have argued that an examination of the nature of removal procedures, and the 
administration of reserves and missions, reveals that these institutions 
functioned primarily as a means of isolation, control, 'legal and extralegal 
intimidation'.'*° Indigenous perspectives also stress the punitive character of 
the reserve experience and the cultural terrorism"*' it inflicted on Murri 
residents. The Foundation for Aboriginal and Islander Research Action 
presented the following statement to the World Archaeological Congress at 
South Dakota in 1989: 
Around the tum of the century, the influence of 'the great men 
of science' who practised these disciplines [of archaeology, 
anatomy and physical anthropology] extended all the way to the 
creation by govemments of some of the most repressive 
legislation ever passed by conquering Europeans for the 
management and control of indigenous people. This body of 
legislation, purporting to protect Aboriginal people from white 
abuse and exploitation, was based on our alleged racial inferi-
ority. Instead of protecting us, this legislation saw our people 
institutionalised for over fifty years on reserves - prison camps 
to us - with all our normal human rights removed.'*^ 
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remove Murris to any reserve, and from one reserve to another. An excluded 
reservation sentence could mean 'potential imprisonment for life'."" The 1897 
Act and further legislation introduced in 1934, 1939, 1965, 1971 and 1979 all 
aimed at legally upholding a system of enforced exploitation, exclusion and 
constraint. 
The 1901 Amendment Act sanctioned control of legal marriages, and by 1934 
'no mixed marriages' were allowed."^ The 1939 Aborigines Preservation and 
Protection Act provided more detailed regulations pertaining to reserves, 
extending the discretionary powers of Superintendents and directing that 'Every 
aboriginal on a reserve, settlement or mission shall obey all lawful orders of 
the Protector or Superintendent and other officers'."^ Garth Nettheim's 1973 
research into Queensland's Protection Act found that 42 sections of the 78 
contravened 15 of the 30 articles of the United Nations Declaration of Human 
Rights."' 
Raymond Evans notes that measures adopted 'under the banner of "protection"' 
included - 'enforced population transfers', geographical confinement under 
bureaucratic white regimes, 'excessive moral scmtiny' and interference in 
residents' personal lives, the assumption of control over a person's choice of 
workplace, 'labour conditions, wages and personal property', enforced 
separation of parents from children, the suppression of indigenous cultural 
practices and of any potentially threatening activity."* Punishment systems 
operated on reserves displayed parallels to those of concentration camps. Both 
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involved the processing of people by way of issuing uniforms and confiscating 
possessions, intemment into barracks or dormitories, curfews, random 
scapegoating to establish a reign of terror, the shaving of heads and public 
floggings. Both involved closed institutions where the individucd's status in 
outside communities is obliterated and the prisoner made dependent on reserve 
or camp officials,"' The Northem Protector described Mapoon reserve in 
1902: 'The gardens where they work, playsheds and dormitories, are all 
surrounded with wire netting so that no one can get in or out, and all doors are 
controlled by wires from the superintendent's house.'^° 
The design of the European yeoman's village was adopted, with Murri labour 
highly controlled by white overseers and rewarded under regulations similar to 
those goveming assigned convicts in the early 1800s. Both took the form of a 
yearly agreement to feed, clothe and house, with the exposure of abuses resting 
upon the complaint of the servant.^' The success of removals in order to 
facilitate white conquest and development was evident by the early twentieth 
century, the Chief Protector noting in 1904 - 'Country that a few years ago 
would not be taken up is now occupied with impunity.'" 
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Where in the late nineteenth century the indigenous people were treated as 
animals, by the early twentieth century they were increasingly regarded as 
children. Patemalism acted as a disguise for the coercive and exploitative 
nature of institutional mle, using the familiaristic model of relations between 
father and child. Yet while such relationships are usually tempered by love," 
the mle of Protectors and Superintendents was motivated by concems of 
productivity, indoctrination and social control. The discretionary powers of 
administrators allowed them to de-centralise relationships (the emphasis of 
Murri cultural practices) in submission to the priority of regimentation. Noel 
Loos notes that the missionaries were also 'an intrinsic part of the colonisation 
process' and that: The multitude of mles, the discipline and the punishment 
[on missions] seem similar to that of a strict nineteenth century boarding 
school except that these expectations were also applied largely to adult 
Aborigines.^" 
In 1905 Roth as Northem Protector expressed the official white attitude to 
Murris on reserves: 'They are and will always remain children, and therefore 
must be protected, even sometimes against their will'.^^ This self-righteous 
stance, 'peculiar to men of the heroic age of capitalism' was the dominant 
personality white Australians brought to their interactions with the indigenous 
people.^ "^  As recently as 1989 Justice Wooten noted in his report for the 
Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody: 'The bmtal cmelty of what 
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was done in the name of protection and welfare by a smug, self-righteous and 
racist community is only now coming to be generally recognised. 5 57 
Yet control on reserves was never absolute. Murris were not passive in their 
interactions with the newly instituted authoritarians, and by 1916 Bleakley as 
Chief Protector reported to the Under Secretary that 'a serious strike had 
occurred amongst the paid workers at Taroom over objections to monthly 
banking'.^* Abscondings from reserves were a constant concem and a 
reflection of Murri desires to retum to their own lands and lifestyles. 
Missionaries often failed to win their 'flocks' to what Peter Read has described 
as a 'humourless and dour version of fundamentalist Christianity, darkened by 
punishment and fear'.^' In terms of religious converts there is evidence to 
suggest that less success was achieved here than with indigenous Americans, 
Inuits, Africans or South Sea Islanders.^ 
Specifically punitive reserves were soon perceived as a necessary adjunct to an 
already punitive system, with islands in particular targeted as suitable sites for 
further out-posts. Hull River reserve was used for the confinement of Murris 
who had absconded from other Govemment settlements, and settlers in the 
region can recall seeing Murris being driven there in handcuffs and chains.*' 
Peter Pryor has recounted: 
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In 1916 they picked up my whole family and a few other dark 
people off Strathmore Station around Collinsville and sent us to 
Yarrabah Mission first. According to my father they wanted to 
get rid of all dark people on the mainland. 1917 all the old 
people didn't like how we were getting fed at Yarrabah, we 
were only living on cooked banana and potato. More than 
anyone else, those old people wanted to go back to their homes 
where they came from... We ran away from there and they 
picked us up outside of Tully, the whole family, and they kept 
us at Hull River Mission."^ ^ 
The reserve was mn by J.M. Kenny who had previously been in charge of a 
Northem Native Police force and had worked as an industrial missionary at 
Cape Bedford. Kenny arrived at Hull River on 15 September 1914 and began 
to establish the site at the northem end of South Mission Beach. Bleakley 
recorded that despite the fact that Murris had responded with 'great alarm' to 
the development of the reserve, it had by 1915 'absorbed practically the whole 
of the native population of that and neighbouring districts'.*^ 
Established during the peak of Queensland's removal orders,*" Hull River was 
soon overcrowded, with a population of more than 400 by 1916.*^  Women and 
children were sent to the reserve from camps and towns, some from as far as 
Bourketown, following the introduction of Govemment policy that children be 
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removed from 'the aboriginal atmosphere'.** Their labour, used to establish 
plantations of pineapples, bananas and sweet potatoes, was under duress and 
without reward. Bleakley complained of 'the disinclination on the part of the 
inmates to work without pay, even for their own benefit'!*' 
Food supplies were collected using fishing nets, small dinghies and a cutter, 
with turtle, dugong and fish as the stable diet. Kenny complained to Bleakley 
that the older people from inland areas were in need of a meat supply, since 
they regarded the provisions of the sea with suspicion.** The housing situation 
soon affected the people's health due to Kenny's poor selection of a suitable 
site. In Febmary 1917 he reported an outbreak of malarial fever. Subsequent 
visits by a Govemment medical officer lead to the removal of the grass huts to 
higher ground, out of the malarial swamps. Measles, whooping cough and 
pneumonia took their toll and by the end of that year 200 people had been 
buried near the beach to the north end of the shelter shed.*^ This amounted to 
the death of almost fifty percent of the people removed to Hull River in little 
more than a three year period, suggesting that the reserve experience was a 
very genocidal one indeed. 
From its inception the reserve had a 'turbulent history', being troubled with 
opium addiction, abscondings and the intervention of police to maintain 
control.'° On 28 August 1917 Constable Martin reported from Caims Police 
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Station that he had four men in custody who were sentenced to two months' 
gaol after having absconded from Hull River." The old people would crawl 
out of the windows at night and attempt to retum to their own country.'^ 
It was in this context that Bleakley recommended the establishment of a reserve 
on Palm Island. The concept of using the geographical features of an island to 
form a closed institution was not new. In the 1830s Tasmania's colonial 
officers had removed Aboriginal residents to small offshore islands, with 
Flinders Island eventually favoured since escape would prove impossible.'^ 
Rottnest Island in Westem Australia had been used to exile Aboriginal 
prisoners in the 1840s, for the purposes of confinement, surveillance and 
control.'" In Queensland a Select Committee on the Condition of the 
Aborigines in 1846 had recommended the use of Eraser Island and proposed 
that 'martial law' and 'captivity' could provide the means of establishing 'penal 
settlements' on other islands off the Queensland coast.'^ 
In 1867 Inspector Marlow of the Northem Districts had written to the 
Commissioner of Police urging the use of islands for the deportation of Murri 
women and children to settings where they would be made to labour and their 
culture destroyed. 'Taking away the Gins' he suggested 'would have the effect 
71 
72 
73 
74 
75 
H.S. Martin, Constable, Caims to Commissioner of Police, 28 August 
1917, A/44743, 61M, No 27652, QSA. 
Kumm, Jumbun Lifestyle, p. 12. 
N.J.B. Plomfey (ed), Weep in Silence (Hobart, Blubber Head, 1987), p. 
19. 
James Semple Kerr, Out of Sight. Out of Mind: Australia's Places of 
Confinement 1788-1988 (Sydney, Australia Bicentennial Authority, 
1988), pp. 8 and 100. 
Raymond Evans and Jan Walker, '"These Strangers, Where Are They 
Going" - Aboriginal-European Relations in the Eraser Island and Wide 
Bay Region 1770-1905' in Occasional papers in Anthropology. No 8, 
March 1977, p. 67. 
71. 
of breaking the Blacks resort to their old mode of living' and he envisioned 
that 'the Gins as far south as Port Mackay coast to as far north as Cleveland 
Bay ought to be removed'.'* The Report of the Commissioners in 1874 had 
also favoured the use of islands for penal purposes, noting that: 'It would 
scarcely be practicable to have a prison on the mainland ... but there are 
several islands off the coast which meet the requirements of isolation combined 
with ample area of land adapted for agriculture.'" 
This strategy of banishing 'the criminal' and 'the deviant' had a longstanding 
tradition in British history - it underpinned the very origins of European 
presence on Australian shores. From 1824 to 1839 Queensland was a penal 
colony, and its early colonial pattems of social interaction flavoured its 
subsequent history. By the 1880s a vast array of punitive institutions had been 
developed to confine the pauperised, incapacitated and infirm - those who did 
not fit comfortably within 'the grand colonial plan' of work, development, 
success, thrift, sobriety and respectability. Colonial moral sanctioning 
expressed itself in the creation of geographical outcasts. 
Those suffering from leprosy, in particular were dispatched to islands such as 
Stradbroke and Peel, Great Lizard Island, Fitzroy Island, Harrett Island, 
Dayman Island and Friday Island.'* The tentacles of Queensland's punitive 
conquest seemed to spread incessantly throughout the late nineteenth century. 
By the 1890s even the wildlife was being imprisoned, with Rattlesnake Island, 
south of Palm off the coast at Kumkon, defined as 'a penal settlement for town 
goats'!" 
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From 1897 the development of a punitive reserve on Badjala land at Eraser 
Island would serve as a prototype to the later institution on Palm. Murri ex-
prisoners were sent to Eraser Island from Brisbane, Rockhampton, Roma, 
Townsville and Cardwell.*° By 1899 Roth, as Northem Protector, perceived 
Eraser Island as a place suited for the isolation of 'troublesome' or 'dangerous 
characters'. The island was under the surveillance of the armed physical 
presence of the Mestons and a lock-up and police force soon established there. 
Those who were removed from their homelands developed cm earth-eating 
disease. Before its closure in 1905 the reserve had become 'a vast burial 
ground' where those who fell ill believed they were 'doomed to die'.*' 
It was in the context of this historical background, combined with increasing 
numbers of removal orders, that Palm Island was gazetted for reserve 
purposes. By 1916 Bleakley as Chief Protector complained to the Under 
Secretary that neither Hull, Taroom nor Barambah could cope with the 
growing numbers of Murris under the Act, and that a reserve was needed 
'suitable for use as a penitentiary', to confine 'the individuals we desire to 
punish'.*^ Bleakley decided to take advantage of Kenny's removal of 
Wulgumgaba people to Hull River, to carry out an inspection of the island, 
and the following year he reported that in 'Being an island' Palm 'also 
provided the security from escape required with such characters'.*^ 
Bleakley's plans for Palm Island were soon realised when a cyclone 
demolished Hull River reserve in 1918. Annie Tallis, a young Murri resident 
at the time, recalls swimming with a group of girls on March 10 when the 
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blow began late in the aftemoon, the sand spinning 'like pins and needles' 
around their legs: 'We tried to mn for cover but the wind was blowing that 
much we were rolling in the mud. We couldn't walk so we had to crawl on 
our bellies... It was real slippery and we couldn't stand.'*" 
One of the worst cyclones in living memory to hit the coast, it took the lives of 
at least 15 Murri residents, the Superintendent and his daughter.*^ The North 
Oueensland Register reported that 'During the storm the surges raged for 100 
yards beyond the high water mark and the blacks were wading to their armpits 
in the tidal wave'. Huge seas swept the frontal ridge, demolishing most of the 
huts and humpies and scooping out the gravesite. The 'terrified shrieks of the 
living' mingled with 'the savage outcries of the storm',** while distressed birds 
and millions of insects from the demolished plantations 'cast themselves on the 
hospitality of human beings to their dismay and discomfort'.*' 
Mr and Mrs Kenny, their daughter and son huddled from the violent gusts of 
wind under their house, but a heavy piece of timber pierced through their 
bodies. A girl by the name of Maud had tried to rescue Mr Kenny when he 
asked her to lift him out, but he fell from her grasp and died. Two Murri 
residents sheltered beneath the Assistant Superintendent's residence, but when 
the Hazeldine house collapsed both were cmshed to death. 
Meanwhile others located blankets to cover the dead, and under orders from 
Hazeldine, several ran to check on the safety of Mr Femy, a solitary white 
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man residing at Clump Point mountain. They retumed to confirm his safety 
and participate in the heavy work of caring for the injured and removing 
bodies from the mbble.** These efforts of Murri residents were given little 
tribute in later Govemment reports of the tragedy. 
When the wind subsided rain fell in torrents and a wailing was heard all 
around the mined settlement. It was not until the following day that police 
arrived from Cardwell in response to a notice of the tragedy sent by Banfield 
of Dunk Island.*^ The steamer Lass O'Gowrie arrived on the 14 March with 
Captain Stuart who gave priority to transferring the injured Mrs Kenny to 
hospital. The Govemment ship Melbidir did not arrive for the remaining 
people until the 31st, with Medical Officer, Dr E.P. Leavy, who later wrote: 
On Tuesday the 2nd April we left in an open boat (a flatty) to 
endeavour to intercept the Kurandah on her way up north as the 
Melbidir had not [re] tumed... according to promise. I have to 
complain of the un sailorlike conduct on the part of the Kurandah 
Captain who passed us by well out to sea and would not see our 
signal until some passengers protested and I might say compelled 
him to tum back for us.^ 
Following the arrival of Bleakley from Brisbane, the Kurandah transferred the 
surviving boys and girls to Palm Island, while the Tully took the older people, 
leaving over 100 dogs which they owned mouming on the beach. Joe Garbutt, 
amongst the last to leave on the Clive with what iron and timber could be 
retrieved, later stated that the dogs 'all got mad, they mn from one end of the 
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beach to the other, they missed the old people... but they wouldn't let us bring 
them over to the Island'.^' 
Later press reports of the tragedy noted that local white residents had been 
surprised at the outset by the location of a reserve 200 feet high from sea level 
and 600 yards from the beach, facing due east an the weather-exposed crest of 
a hill. Despite Kenny's previous experience of two cyclones, argued the North 
Oueensland Register, 'the unfair' task of selecting a site should not have been 
placed in his hands, for 'It was a fatal blunder on the part of the authorities to 
put such responsibility on the shoulders of a single individual'. Yet, the article 
concluded, 'how needless and ill-beseeming to discuss the subject'.^^ 
If the Hull River experience had seemed to prove the fatal weaknesses of 
appointing lone shepherds to guide whole flocks, the pattem was soon repeated 
at the subsequent relocation of the reserve on Palm Island. For it was on this 
isolated island settlement that a 'kindly parental control'^ ^ was invested in 
Robert Henry Curry, a retumed serviceman, who oversaw the constmction of 
an institution which 'had the appearance of a well mn military establishment'.^ 
Beneath this surface a series of conflicts unfolded, involving allegations of 
dmnkenness and violence, of cmelty and cormption on the part of the feuding 
white staff. And while Govemment policy on the reserve insisted that 'the 
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native or half caste cannot be tmsted to carry out any responsible work',^^ it 
was left to Murri residents to call a halt to the final rampage of 'Uncle Boss 
Curry' who took the lives of his own son and daughter, destroyed the 
settlement with his own hands, and became known thereafter as the 'Mad 
Dog'. Curry's twelve year reign on the island is the subject of the following 
chapter. 
^^  G.D. Bradbury, 'Report on the Aboriginal Settlements at Palm Island, 
Cherbourg and Woorabinda and Aboriginal Missions at Yarrabah and 
Mona Mona' April 1932 in Cilento Collection. 44/144, 143-156, 
Miscellaneous Box 21. 
We are fighting for our rights 
every day and every night, 
and of course we understand 
that this is our promised land, 
for we do not segregate 
everything that we relate to. 
Joe Geia, 'Fighting 
For Our Rights' 
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CHAPTER 3 
Curry's Time : 'A State of Constant Apprehension' 
Our parents were first taken there like refugees, taken by 
shiploads... My father was sent to Palm in handcuffs because 
he wanted five shillings when he worked on a cattle station. He 
died on Palm Island and never saw his parents again. 
Thelma McAvoy' 
Any Aborigines who kicked up a row outside, that's where 
they'd send you. I can tell you we were frightened of it. 
Mo Dallachy^ 
While initially Palm Island operated as the receiving centre for the survivors of 
the demolished Hull River reserve, the island's population soon expanded as 
new arrivals became residents of the penitentiary which had been first 
envisaged by Chief Protector Bleakley in 1916. Throughout the 1920s Murris 
and Torres Strait Islanders were shipped to the island 'like dogs',^ some 
following sentencing by white courts, others after release from prison, or from 
other reserves where they had refused to show complete deference to white 
authorities. Others still were simply 'whisked away' in periodic govemment 
round-ups on the mainland. Fears of being removed to Palm Island, from 
which there was little chance of escape, were passed down through generations 
of indigenous people in Queensland. 
In Carol Russell (ed). People in Our Community (Townsville, James 
Cook University Union, NDP), p. 12. 
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The island thus became a key instmment in the operations of the punitive 
Queensland Act, playing the dual role of dispossessing and controlling Murris 
on and near outback stations, while simultaneously posing a threat to those 
already confined on mainland reserves. Interviewed by Bill Rosser, Peggy 
James of the Boulia region has recalled that police used the threat of removal 
to Palm as a successful method of control: 'They had only to mention Palm 
Island and we were quiet'." Ruby De Satge of Djarra records of station 
labourers: 'They just had to take a flogging and that was it. If they fought 
back, well, they'd get sent off to Palm Island.'^ 
The reserve also enhanced the Govemment's strategy of cultural genocide. 
The term 'uncontrollable' was applied regularly to Murris in removal orders, 
and this often meant simply being found 'trespassing' on cattle stations which 
had been built on their lands, disobeying work orders, or practicing traditional 
cultural activities. Hope Neill who grew up on Cherbourg reserve states that 
this repression of cultural practices had the unintended effect of creating strong 
bonds between indigenous people in Queensland. She records: 
Many of our stories were secreted away and went underground, 
while many also became lost because of the fear of being 
imprisoned for life on Palm Island if we broke the law. We 
lived in terror of imprisonment on Palm Island.* 
Murris were sent to the island for speaking out against the 'protection' laws, so 
that a growing number of political prisoners were congregated on the reserve. 
Joe McGuiness recalls police 'mustering Aborigines' throughout westem 
Queensland in the 1920s and writes: 
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Both Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders feared being sent 
there. The threat was often made by those in authority as 
intimidation against people whenever they looked like stepping 
out of line to 'behave yourself or you will be sent to Palm 
Island'.' 
In 1923 the stockman Albert Hippi was removed from Saxby Downs Station to 
Palm Island, the order being sanctioned on the basis that 'He frightens women 
and tries to get liquor'. What the removal order did not record was that Hippi 
had organised a petition amongst his fellow workers, seeking greater control 
over their wages through access to their bank accounts.* Removal orders in 
1924 sent Paddy Brooks from Millaa Millaa to the island on the basis that he 
'causes discontent', Herbert from Camooweal because he 'leaves employers', 
Martin Joe from Caims because he 'will not work', Jimmy Rutherford of 
Charters Towers who was 'too old to work', Emma from Cloncurry labelled 
'uncontrollable' and 'immoral', Jimmy from Croydon because he was 'unable 
to obtain employment', Reilly from Townsville 'upon discharge from gaol', 
Frank from Caims, labelled an 'agitator' and Billy, Louie and Arrauman from 
the Kendall River for being 'leaders of three fighting tribes'.' 
Previous convictions, unemployment, resignation from work and old age thus 
became punishable offences for the indigenous community, where these 
situations brought no such repercussions for members of mainstream white 
society. Women were sent to the island for the 'crime' of having children to 
white men,'° others for being 'vagrant' or 'destitute'. In 1919 a series of 
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removals were ordered from Tum off Lagoon near Burketown because Murris 
in the area were considered a threat by the station manager. Others in the 
region were taken, according to Govemment records, 'to be made an example 
of." In 1925 Boomera Bob was arrested and removed from the Clarendon 
region to palm, on the basis that he had possession of a rifle and could 
therefore 'cause no end of trouble in that locality'.'^ In 1930 Tmth newspaper 
reported allegations that police had accepted monetary bribes from station 
owners to 'bundle' Murris off 'to the obscurity of Palm Island'.'^ 
Large numbers of North Queensland Murris and Torres Strait Islanders in 
coastal regions were also sent to Palm. Fred Fulford has recalled of his 
removal to Palm in 1924: 
They rounded up all the blacks they thought were troublemakers 
around the towns at Bowen, Innisfail, Tully and the rest. I did 
three months in jail in Caims for helping a man steal a horse. 
When I came out they put me on a boat.'" 
Palm Island also received many of the children removed from their parents 
under Bleakley's policy that 'the rising generation' should be removed from 
'the retarding influence of the old myalls' - their parents, grandparents and kin 
- so that 'their education to better things can be successfully carried out'.'^ 
Bleakley promoted the confinement of children in reserve dormitories, and 
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during his reign parents were sometimes illegally threatened by police that they 
had either to let go of their children or be sent to Palm Island.'* 
Many were chased by white police on horseback, then escorted in handcuffs 
and leg-irons to the coast. In some instances it would take several weeks 
before the prisoner reached the Bums Phijj? jetty to be taken by launch, again 
under armed police escort, to the island. Older residents of Palm speak of the 
heartbreak and the loneliness they felt when tom from their families and 
removed to the island." None of the available evidence suggests that Murris 
attributed any legitimacy to this process of white mle. Open revolt occurred at 
times, some absconding individually, others assaulting police. 
In 1924 a group described by police as 'ringleaders' and 'undesirables' were 
chained together at Normanton and were due to be removed to Palm Island, 
when they staged a planned and concerted attempt at escape. The North 
Oueensland Register reported: 
All hands were tumed out for the night's camp, the prisoners 
were all chained together and tied to trees, each man having leg-
irons and handcuffs on. The Sergeant picking his way among 
the chains, feeding the men, leant down to give one his issue, 
the move nearly cost him his life. One bad character... pushed 
up close to the boy next to him, gathered up the loose chain and 
caught the Sergeant around the neck. It was arranged also, that 
the other officer of the Patrol be caught in the same way, but the 
men missed their mark.'* 
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Evasions were frequent, facilitated by waming systems to signal the presence 
of police in the district. Joe McGuiness records that both he and Tom Sullivan 
had moved from westem Queensland to the Northem Territory in order to 
avoid 'the dragnet' taking people to Palm Island in the late 1920s.'^  The 
avoidance of capture or escape during removal by police were the only means 
available for resisting the process, since the Act make no provision for a 
tribunal to hear removal cases, and provided no appeal against the Protector's 
orders. ^ ° 
In addition, the Act placed no limitation on the period for which a person 
could be kept on the reserve. The individual need not be guilty of an offence 
to be removed, and people who had already served sentences for offences were 
often sent subsequently to Palm reserve for an indefinite period. The wide 
discretionary powers of the Act allowed for the removal of Murris and Torres 
Strait Islanders based, in short, on the likes and dislikes of pastoralists, 
'protectors', police and superintendents. 
By 1930 the population of Palm Island had grown to over one thousand.^' In 
this same year the North Oueensland Register reported that: 'Many bushmen 
can tell you of old blacks, who for years have evaded capture. Blacks who 
live in perpetual fear of being rounded up and sent to the island.' While 
removal from homelands to any of the 'settlements' was described as the 
source of a 'grim, if at times inarticulate agony', the spectre of Palm Island 
had instilled a particular 'dread', and instances were recorded of Murris 
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preferring to live with starvation and in complete isolation than to face 'the so-
called glories of an island home'.^^ 
Once on the island people were subjected to what CD. Rowley describes as 'a 
degree of official authority which has never applied to persons in Australia 
outside of gaols and asylums'.^^ An alien work ethic became the guiding 
principle of the reserve and residents were compelled to work a minimum of 
24 hours each week without pay, under threat of imprisonment or further 
banishment to neighbouring Eclipse Island.^ White workers, on the other 
hand, were in this period receiving wages with automatic adjustments regulated 
by the Arbitration Court. ^ ^ On Palm Island workers had to line up for rations 
of tea, sugar, flour and symp, an experience described by Iris Clay as 
'terrible' and 'degrading'. Clothes were provided, but these were made from 
hessian sugar bags on the island.^ * 
While older residents speak favourably of the absence of alcohol in the early 
days, many have also recalled the cmelty of the punitive system on the 
reserve. Increasingly systematic methods of punishment and deprivation were 
employed by white administrators, with imprisonment for offences such as 
intercourse and adultery, which were not considered criminal in the outside 
community.^' Epidemics of introduced diseases rapidly took hold on the 
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reserve, and by 1924 the death rate had reached more than sixteen percent of 
the population, at a time when the general Queensland death rate was less than 
nine percent.^ * 
Yet official Govemment reports on the reserve spoke of the 'happy appearance 
of the people' and of a 'general atmosphere of industry and contentment', 
while the island was promoted as a 'model settlement' for visiting tourists.^^ 
Following tightly controlled tours of inspection these visitors left the island to 
record that 'there is nothing to grieve about, for a more happy and contented 
lot of human beings cannot be found anywhere' and that the island was a 
'holiday home', with an administration both 'fair and popular'.^° A North 
Oueensland Register report commented that 'there is very little room to find 
fault with this settlement', while the Sydney Moming Herald was more lavish 
in its praise - 'socialism' it argued 'has assuredly triumphed there'.^' 
The masquerade of patemalist benevolence combined with the isolation of the 
island to keep mainstream Australia sheltered from assessing the reality of the 
nature of life on Palm Island. Public and official reports stressed the 
charitable and altmistic aims of its administration, concealing the ill-health and 
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inadequate housing, the arduous and unrewarded labour, and the incessant and 
primitive discipline inflicted upon its residents. D.J. McClay's recent 
assessment of the Northem Territory applies equally here: 
Since the state first took an interest in Aborigines and their 
resources it has projected itself upon them in two contradictory 
roles: the State as 'educator' and the State as 'exploiter'. The 
former has been the public face while the latter has often been 
the reality.^ ^ 
When Superintendent Curry first arrived with the Hull River residents he had 
erected a tent for himself on the beach, while Murris camped in gunyahs of 
blade grass, scrap iron and kerosene tins. Their labour was soon put to use 
for the constmction of roads, the planting of Palm trees and vegetable 
plantations, and for a building program which gave priority to homes for the 
white staff. A few grass huts would later be built for Murri residents, and a 
flat roofed hospital shed for those recovering from the cyclone. They killed 
pigs and caught fish to obtain food supplies.^ ^ 
Thomas Francis maintained his lease at Coolgarie Bay throughout these early 
days, until his death in 1920. On 14 August of that year, two Palm Island 
residents informed Curry that they had found the dead body of Francis on the 
beach, with a bullet wound to the head. Detective Daniel Keefe of Halifax 
subsequently reported: 
I came to the conclusion that Francis shot himself with his own 
rifle through the back of the head, while sitting in his boat near 
the front, the butt of the rifle resting in the sand at the time. 
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Deceased then falling out of the boat and onto the beach were he 
lay face downwards.^ 
While noting that Francis had 'complained of Aboriginals killing his pigs and 
setting fire to his banana plantation', Keefe reported that he 'had no enemies' 
and 'was fairly well liked'. His assessment of the death as suicide was based 
on the fact that Francis was 'short of money' and 'soon to vacate his lease'. 
Despite the rather unlikely explanation of Francis' method of supposed self-
destmction, a magisterial inquiry on 25 August 1920 upheld the finding of 
'death by suicide'. Given the evidence that some Murri residents believed he 
was murdered,^ ^ it seems likely that Francis' death fostered the feelings of 
apprehension that would become increasingly evident amongst white residents 
throughout the Curry period. 
Reg Palm Island has stated that some of the Wulgumgaba people were still 
resident on the island when the reserve was constmcted, but they were not 
hostile towards the institution's residents.^* As the receiving centre of 
prisoners and casualties from frontier relations, the reserve soon expanded, 
with the dominant groups formed by the Khanju, Kuku Yalanji, Yidangi, 
Koonghanji, Birri-Birri and Kooka-imadgie of north-east Queensland and the 
Kalkadunga of the north-west. These groups then camped in specific areas 
chosen by the older residents, but under Curry's supervision, with tribes from 
close localities forming joint camps. Older residents of the island can still 
locate the areas occupied by the Sundowners' camp (from westem regions, 
including the Amnta of the Northem Territory), the Luma-Luma camp, the 
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Cooktown, Gulf, Clump Point and Torres Strait camps, while the largest camp 
was from Babinda.^' 
Others were sent from mainland reserves as punishment and because of 
overcrowding. Bessie Lymbumer states that her mother and Auntie were sent 
from Mapoon, which had become over-populated. Though she had committed 
no crime, her mother's feet were put in chains and she was taken by horseback 
to Coen and Laura, then by mail-train from Cooktown, then onto the 
Steamer.^ * By the end of Curry's reign in 1930 Palm Island had acquired 
representatives of more than forty different language groups, large numbers 
being sent from stations and rivers, with a small number who were originally 
from other states.^ ^ Silas Pryor, whose parents were sent from Hull River, has 
recalled of this period: 'Our people from the four comers come here ... from 
central Australia, Westem Australia, and from Territory everywhere ... right 
up the Gulf, way down south, every part."" 
In a short period after his arrival Curry had used his role as a confident and 
dogmatic overseer to organise the almost complete clearing of the country 
fronting Challenger Bay, back towards the hills. The institution cost little in 
Govemment funding. The cyclone salvage brought from Hull River was soon 
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complemented by timber from a mill which was built and worked by Murri 
labourers."' By 1919 three homes had been constmcted for white officials and 
a store, office and nurses' quarters were erected using materials from Hull 
reserve. 
White officials resided in spacious wooden homes with wide verandahs. The 
Works Department valued Curry's home as worth £1,000 and that of the 
Assistant Superintendent was valued at £850. Homes for married Murri 
inmates, by contrast, were made from palm leaves and bamboo frames and by 
combinations of mud and grass to create small thatched huts."^ The stmcture 
of the Palm Island compound was indicative of the distribution and control of 
access to resources on the reserve, and a reflection of the power relationships 
between administrators and residents. 
Following the excavation and constmction of Mango Avenue by the Hull River 
people, it was subsequently declared 'out of bounds' to all who were not 
white, with gates at each end of the road barring access. Facing Mango 
Avenue were the homes of nurse Ellen Hazeldine, schoolteacher Eric Davison, 
storekeeper Leonard Ballard, launch attendant Joseph Hamilton, Assistant 
Superintendent Thomas Hoffman and Superintendent Robert Curry. The office 
was situated fifty yards from Curry's house, on the opposite side of the road 
and at the centre of the settlement. The Senior Girls' dormitory was built next 
door to Curry's residence, and a women's gaol constmcted in Curry's 
backyard - a mere six yards from the house. 
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The 'Native School' and the 'White School' were in two separate buildings on 
opposite sides of the road. The entire compound was fenced in, with an access 
gate at the end of Mango Avenue and another at the road leading to the bridge. 
An additional tall wire fence surrounded both the Junior and Senior Girls' 
dormitories."^ By the late 1920s, then. Palm Island had been landscaped to a 
design with two key principles - segregation akin to apartheid, and containment 
akin to a prison. 
The lives of Palm Islanders in the camps were strictly supervised by the 
Superintendent who was frequently armed and by constant patrols of the Native 
Police appointed by Curry. Therese Forde describes their role as 'a form of 
"bodyguard" for the Superintendent' - 'Like the Native Police on the frontier, 
they were Aborigines which the whites had chosen to be part of the process of 
oppression against other blacks'."" Curry's police accompanied him around the 
settlement, responded promptly to his orders and frequently used physical force 
upon both male and female inmates."^ A visiting reporter from the North 
Oueensland Register reported: 'It was remarkable to me how the super-
intendent controlled everything, and everybody, without any restraints, and 
with very few words. He has subordinates among the blacks - and these got 
the few words of instmction.'"* 
The relationship between the Superintendent and his police was in this way 
very similar to those which operate in military establishments. From a 
pastoral family background in Malanda, Robert Henry Curry had enlisted in 
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the Australian Imperial Force in 1915 and served in the Remounts Unit until 
his retum to Australia less than 12 months later."' He was appointed to the 
position of Assistant Superintendent at Barambah reserve from June 1917 until 
the middle of the following year when he was posted as Superintendent to 
Palm Island, accompanied by his wife Agnes as Matron."* Curry adhered to 
rigid and authoritarian notions of control, and in the latter half of his reign 
became preoccupied with his command over the island, arousing accusations of 
bmtality and victimisation. 
A curfew was established during Curry's time, the bell being mng at half past 
nine each evening, and residents found outside their homes after ten p.m. were 
promptly arrested."^ By 1919 a lock-up operated to confine those who 
breached the stringent reserve regulations.^° Meetings of Murri inmates were 
taboo on the island, the argument being that 'these gatherings in the early days 
were nothing more than war councils'.^' Fear seemed to dominate the conduct 
of white officials generally, and all kept arms on their premises.^ ^ 
CD. Rowley has summarised the punitive regulations which govemed reserves 
in Queensland until 1965: 
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... the Aboriginal must obey all lawful orders. Any order 
related to 'habits of orderliness or cleanliness' was a lawful one. 
'Dancing and other native practices' required his [the 
Superintendent's] written permission ... the officer could 
prohibit 'any game, whether played with cards or otherwise', 
take over any articles or money used in a 'prohibited game', and 
dispose of them at his discretion. No Aboriginal could leave the 
reserve without his permission ... An Aboriginal must deliver 
to him any of his possessions 'likely to be the subject or cause 
of a disturbance of the harmony, good order or discipline of the 
reserve'." 
Palm Island people were made to answer to Curry's roll call in the momings, 
before working at making roads using their hands, shovels, mattocks and 
picks. They carried heavy bags of stone from the hills and ground coral to 
lime in order to white wash the rocks which lined the streets. Murri labour 
was used to drain, clear, till and plant in areas designated by Curry as suitable 
for farming or plantations. Others were employed as butchers, bakers, 
cleaners, domestics and yardsmen for white households, gaolers, carpenters, 
hygiene workers and plumbers, while others were appointed as Native Police 
in charge of work gangs.^ 
The number of older residents with complaints today of back and shoulder 
problems be^/s testimony to the lack of capital equipment provided for these 
endeavours. 'We had no horse', Cappy Smith recalls of the early years, 'we 
had no dray, we had no plough'. When the dray did arrive it was pulled by 
Murri labourers in the absence of a horse. As Joe Garbutt put it: 'Well those 
days we had no bullocks. We were the bullocks ourselves'.^^ 
Silas Pryor has stated: 
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We built all that right down to the cemetery, cleared that down 
to the dump. No pay, nothing ... you get your dinner down 
there... stay till about 5 o'clock. We'd have a bit of fish, bit of 
turtle and com meat... from there we'd go back to the farm ... 
built the farmhouse, put in pineapples, you name it.^ * 
Interviewed by Therese Forde, Reg Dodd comments: 
But we never seen any money. We just got rations ... All the 
carpenters had to work six days a week, and we was on a little 
bit of wages - 2 pounds per week ... that had to go to the value 
of the grocery you want." 
While Curry selected those to receive a minimal and sub-standard wage, most 
workers were what he referred to as 'half time boys' who 'cost us nothing', 
many of whom did the heavy work of making roads and hauling timber.^ * 
Others received rations for carting cargo from the boats which anchored about 
a mile out to sea due to fringing coral reefs. Over these reefs the men walked 
barefoot, carrying goods from the steamers which might not arrive until 
11 p.m. Murris had also to carry white tourists and visitors from boat to 
shoreline, on their back, so that they would not get their feet wet. Boat 
owners in the trochus shell trade used Palm as a source of diving labour in the 
1920s, taking people to sea at meagre rates of £3 or £4 per month.^ ^ 
While Murri labourers built Palm Island reserve, it was the white staff on the 
island who took the credit. In 1929, for example, the State Public Service 
Commissioner was advised that Mr Hoffman had built the settlement store, and 
that Mr Bond had built the hospital on neighbouring Fantome Island. Murri 
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labourers had not only built Fantome's facilities, but also carried cargo to and 
from the island by hand and shoulder.*° 
One visitor recorded the obvious skills of many of the island's workers: 
'Among the people there are expert tradesmen... I saw a very fine boat which 
had been built here, from Caims timber, and I saw a canoe capable of carrying 
twenty people, made from a pine log, just scooped out... with tomahawks and 
chisels.'*' 
Through the imposition of a sedentary village lifestyle, Murris on reserves 
became dependent upon rations and material goods for sustenance and were 
forced to adapt to the westem economic system. They were incorporated into 
the pastoral and plantation economies within the confines of extensive 
European control. Palm Island served as a significant example of this social 
engineering, operating both as a pool of cheap labour and as a place of exile 
for all mainland workers who took the risk of attempting to negotiate this 
system. The Queensland Act facilitated the process. Mamie Kennedy grew up 
on Palm Island during Curry's time and was sent to work on cattle stations. 
She has written: 
We were under the Act which means we must obey, work hard, 
do as you are told, and be used in any way the white man 
wishes. You were not to answer back. You were to do your 
job be it right or wrong. If you were signed on for twelve 
months then you had to do twelve months however you hated 
it.*^ 
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The changing use of Palm Island in the 1920s was determined by the 
development of the North Queensland sugar cane fields, the fishing industry, 
the trochus shell trade and the expansion of the pastoral frontier where Murris 
became indispensable as stockmen. People were drafted out to mainland 
employers on contracts which could be neither broken nor even negotiated. By 
1920 Curry had sent ninety Palm Islanders to employment off the island.*^ 
Once past the age of fourteen, island residents could be sent to a remote station 
or to a distant coastal region. 
The origins of contract labour stemmed from the Masters and Servants Acts, 
and to attempts to give legality to a colonial contract after slavery became 
illegal. The procedure had been used to exploit Pacific Island labourers on the 
first sugar cane plantations and to justify low wages and bondage to 
employment.*" People were treated as commodities in the process. In 1926 
the Protector at Cardwell wrote to the Palm Superintendent requesting 'a young 
aboriginal or half-caste Gin, about 16 years'. By the stroke of a pen the 
Protector had acquired someone to help his wife in the house.*^ 
Palm Islanders sent to the mainland were separated from their families on the 
island, and were frequently confined to barracks for single workers in their 
hours after work. The reserve subsidised pastoralists by providing workers on 
lower wage rates and because they were only required to house a single 
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worker.** Mamie Kennedy states that she married a head stockman to escape 
the Act: 'Some of the girls got married to be free from the chains around our 
necks and free from the penal settlement. '*' 
In 1926 the Chief Protector noted that employers in the Northem sugar 
districts were 'in the habit of putting natives on sugar-cane work, after 
engaging them for other purposes, on a lower rate of wages'.** Bleakley noted 
in 1929 the 'tendency to impose on those employed by working them long 
hours and supplying inferior food'.*' Pompey Clumpoint of Palm Island has 
recalled of this period that many were taken from the island to work in 
Townsville where they were not allowed in Flinders Street in the evenings.'" 
Dawn May notes that the operations of the Act were designed to keep Murris 
'in their correct place' as wage labourers, and those who did not conform to 
this pattem were likely to be removed: 
The zeal with which removal orders were invoked makes it easy 
to understand why there has never been a strike amongst 
Aboriginal stockmen in Queensland when similar events have 
occurred in both the Northem Territory and Westem Australia. 
It was so easy to diffuse trouble by removing offenders to Palm 
Island." 
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The 'exemption' system allowed people working away from the reserve to 
apply for freedom from the operations of the Act, but the onus was upon the 
applicant to provide evidence that they were progressing towards 
Europeanisation. This was rather like the ancient Roman practice of rewarding 
tribal peoples with a grant of 'Latin' status if they had adopted Roman forms 
of municipal life. Robert D. Milns describes the process whereby a town 
could receive this status and its magistrates and their families acquire Roman 
citizenship: 
Thus, there was an ever increasing number of local dignitaries 
who could, in theory, embark upon an official career in the 
service of the imperial power and who gave an ever-present 
demonstration to their fellow tribesmen of the advantages and 
social prestige of adopting and assimilating to the ways of 
Rome.'^ 
Bleakley denied applications for exemption where the appellants were 
considered 'ineligible or unfit to be given control of their own affairs' or were 
regarded as not committed to assimilation 'because of being married to, living 
or associating with aboriginals, lack of education or business ability'.'^ Fewer 
exemptions than requested were ever granted, and an exempted person could 
be sent back to the reserve and placed again under the Act, at the direction of 
employers, police and govemment officials. In 1922 there were 79 requests 
for exemption but only 33 were granted. The following year still less than half 
were approved - 34 out of 107 applications - and in 1925 only 19 were granted 
out of a total of 107.'" And while the exemption system operated the number 
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of removals continued to grow. Palm Island's official population of 697 in 
1922 approaching 900 by 1929.'^  
Under the Act even the frequently sub-standard wages eamed by Murris were 
not made freely available for access, as a compulsory banking system allowing 
police stations control over this money and its distribution. In 1927 Home 
Secretary Stopford boasted that 'Queensland has a proud position among the 
States of the Commonwealth in respect of the treatment of Aborigines', citing 
as evidence the 'scheme of banking a proportion of their eamings'. There 
were, he told the Sydney Moming Herald. '6,000 accounts of Aborigines in 
the State Savings Bank and the total credit was more than £250,000'.'* 
Much of this money, eamed by Murri labour, would not retum to Murri 
hands. The 1897 Act and subsequent legislation enabled the establishment of a 
'Provident Fund', which allowed the Govemment to deprive Queensland's 
indigenous workers of their wages for over eighty years." Peter Pryor has 
recorded of his employment on the mainland in the 1920s: 
I was getting ten bob a week from my boss. The rest used to go 
to the bank. The thing that beat me was when I used to go bank 
to Palm Island. I wanted to draw money out of the bank, the 
boss would say 'You've got no money in the bank Peter.' Now 
where did that money used to go? They reckon it used to go to 
the police pockets but we had no proof. We got no passbook or 
anything like that to produce.'* 
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The spending of personal money was also highly controlled, and Palm Island's 
isolation made access to goods especially restricted. Thelma McAvoy has 
recalled: 
My mother used to have like a dog tag to come over [to 
Townsville] for a day's shopping. My mother and father were 
given a little ticket to say they could go over for a day but they 
had to come back tomorrow. If they didn't tum up the next 
day, when they did come back, they were taken to gaol and 
given six weeks on bread and water." 
If staying ovemight in Townsville, Palm Islanders were required to reside in 
the town's watchhouse.*° 
While shortages of funds added to the problems on reserves, such as 
inadequate housing and health facilities. State collections of revenue from these 
institutions were consistently much larger than expenditure. Maintenance 
expenses were considered covered by the use of deductions from collected 
Murri wages.*' Profits from retail stores on reserves were derived almost 
entirely from the eaming of Murri inmates, which were also used to fund 
development and extensions.*^ Other sources of income were derived from the 
residents' activities. While Palm Island footballers eamed proceeds of over 
£800 in 1929 - more than £300 in excess of their expenses - Palm Islanders did 
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not see this money as it remained within the 'Aboriginal Protection Property 
Account'.*^ 
Compulsory banking, restrictions on access and deductions from wages were 
rationalised by Bleakley as designed to protect the Murri labourer from what 
he described as 'their greatest failing, thriftlessness'. Bleakley declared 
himself out 'to save them' when he promoted this system in the 1920s, 
distinguishing himself from what he saw as an altemative 'indifference to their 
fate'.*" The other altemative of allowing Murri workers economic self-
determination was denied any acknowledgment on the Govemment's agenda. 
The imposition of the banking scheme was part of the process of enforcing 
submission to European cultural norms under the rhetoric of benevolence, 
while at the same time providing a convenient method of benefiting the State's 
coffers. Reserves were built, maintained and expanded on Murri lands using 
Murri labour at minimal cost. 
In addition the Govemment transferred 'unclaimed moneys, deceased estates & 
c ' to the Property Account, ostensibly 'for administration for the benefit of 
next-of-kin'.*^ Dispute continues over what happened to these funds. Murri 
benefactors and their descendants frequently allege to have not received them, 
to have not known that they existed, or if they had known, to have been denied 
access to them. 
Ross Laurie has described the 1920s as 'a pivotal decade for Anglo-Aboriginal 
relations' as regards Bleakley's scheme for the compulsory payment of wages 
to Murri labourers, and for the Protectors' control over these funds: 
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This change saw a gradual systematising of the use of Aboriginal 
labour in the pastoral and fishing industries. Such economic 
inclusion was combined with closer control over Aborigines by 
white, Govemmental bureaucrats... It is also clear ... that 
where the frontier was not considered secure. Aborigines were 
regarded, and treated, with the same bmtality in the 1920s 
which they had home since 1788.** 
The massacres in the East Kimberleys in 1926 and at Coniston in 1928 were 
the more extreme and publicised examples of the continuation of frontier 
killings. In the latter instance a police party set out to arrest those responsible 
for the killing of a Dingo trapper named Brooks, near Coniston in the 
Northem Territory. The police party massacred between 45 and 100 men, 
women and children. An official inquiry exonerated the police on the grounds 
that the Murris had resisted arrest.*' 
Despite claims that protectionism marked a shift in the colonial mentality, and 
that the 'welfare' strategy represented a distinct system of beliefs separable 
from Social Darwinist ethics, the two perspectives were closely bound by their 
common assumptions of white superiority and the necessity of white control. 
Protectionism's key historical legacy was the reserve system which was tied 
inextricably to frontier relations. For it was on reserves that the casualties of 
the frontier war experienced a continuation of the colonial process of conquest, 
exploitation, bmtality and control. 
Prior to the constmction of the gaols on Palm Island, people were handcuffed 
to trees and make to work in chain gangs clearing scmb by hand.** Curry 
operated as prosecutor, clerk of court and judge with no system for appeal. 
Murris were not provided with any legal representation on reserves, and Palm 
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Island's 'court' was held in the strict privacy of Curry's office. CM. Tatz 
notes: 'These procedures are not characteristic of ordinary courts: while some 
cases in ordinary Courts are held in camera, privacy is unusual and publicity is 
normal'.*^ 
Curry justified the severity of his punitive procedures with the argument that 
'certain amount of firmness must be shown to the blacks otherwise it would be 
impossible to control them'.^ This 'firmness' included punishments 
reminiscent of the convict days. Women who were imprisoned had their heads 
shaved, were put in prison for two weeks on a diet of bread and water, and 
were made to sweep the white street of Mango Avenue, wearing dresses made 
from sugar bags. Children were also imprisoned on the island. Mamie 
Kennedy has written of her days in the dormitory: 
The Matron was a white woman. She knew how to dish out 
punishment for the least little thing. I was thrown in jail for 
singing a song called 'Who said I was a bum?'... All she said 
was 'come with me' and she shoved me in jail for the night. I 
was given a bag of beans to crack until nine o'clock and no 
supper. I tried eating the beans but they were hard and dry. I 
was very frightened and hungry and cried myself to sleep.^' 
Curry also used both Curacoa and Eclipse Islands as further penal outposts, the 
latter becoming known to Palm Islanders as 'Punishment Island'. During his 
reign those whom Curry defined as 'uncontrollable' were sent to these islands 
of exile with rations of bread and water, for a duration which sometimes lasted 
for several weeks.^ ^ Those caught speaking their own languages or gambling 
were frequently punished in this way. Both offences were perceived as a 
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threat to the process of cultural assimilation, as an expression of solidarity 
among inmates and as an insistence on the validity of their own cultural 
practices and social relationships. 
By the late 1920s a series of allegations of floggings on Palm Island received 
public attention. In the course of the Govemment's investigation of the 
complaints, inmates would testify of their fears of Curry and of their 
experiences of reprisals for attempting to seek redress through official 
channels.^ ^ In Febmary 1929 Home Secretary Gall recommended that a police 
magistrate's inquiry be conducted into allegations that Curry had assaulted the 
resident Rene Harvey in April of the previous year. It was alleged that Curry 
had used a cat o'nine tails, beating the girl until she 'fell senseless to the 
ground'.^" 
The attention of Govemment officials had been drawn to the incident by an 
anonymous letter from 'a Townsville citizen' and 'as the matter had been the 
subject of much adverse comment in the North'.^^ Polly Tippo stated that she 
had found Rene crying on her bed in the dormitory and that: 'Rene Harvey 
then showed me her legs, they were all bmised and swollen and Rene could 
not walk that day and when she wanted to walk I put my arms around her and 
helped her along.'^ * 
The strap used was reported by Mary Palm Island to have usually been kept in 
Curry's house where she worked. Hoffman had made the strap on Curry's 
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request several months before the incident. It was about two feet long and one 
and a half inches wide, cut into six strands, with knots tied in the ends. Two 
female residents testified that the strap had been hung on a wall of the Senior 
Girls' dormitory on a number of occasions.^ Curry's statement to the inquiry 
argued that he had used this device to beat the girl because she had mn away 
with a male inmate, before her retum to the dormitory the following day. 
The Superintendent recounted that he 'took her by the left arm and gave her 
two cuts with the strap'. He stated that she had 'pulled away from me and ran 
out the gate', shouting 'I'll let no man hit me'. At the gate Rene was wrestled 
with by a Native Policeman who stopped her. Curry stated: 'I took her by 
one arm and said 'Now you come back to the quarters'... I said 'you still defy 
me eh?' and I gave her about nine more straps - across the buttocks and the 
shoulders.'^* 
Curry denied that the woman had fallen senseless to the ground and justified 
the beating and the imprisonment of her male companion on the grounds that 
'otherwise my authority on the island would have been weakened'. He 
believed, he said, 'that my prompt action on that occasion had a good effect on 
the rest of the community'. Curry's attention was drawn to his breach of 
reserve regulations when questioned by Magistrate Cameron: 
Q: You know that according to the regulations corporal 
punishment must not be given to girls over 16 years of 
age? 
A: Yes. 
Q: Why did you do it in this case? 
A: The case so unusual, so serious and so widely known that 
I considered it demanded prompt measures to act as a 
deterrent to others. At the time I overlooked the 
regulation ... 
Q: Did you report the matter to Mr Bleakley? 
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A: I overlooked that too.^ 
Curry stated that he had previously requested the removal of Rene's male 
companion. Bob Malcolm, whom he described as 'cheeky' and 'brazen'.'°° 
The Superintendent's language and his method of punishing the man's female 
friend were in keeping with the dominant white perspective that Murris were 
children. Curry perceived himself as in a power stmggle with Malcolm, and 
he was determined to win. He told the inquiry: 
Malcolm had often boasted in the camp that he would beat the 
migaloe, meaning the white man, THE BOSS. By stealing the 
girl it appeared to me that he was carrying out what he boasted 
he would do (my emphasis).'°' 
During the course of events in April two of Curry's policemen had mshed Bob 
Malcolm and thrown him to the ground, allegedly on the assumption that he 
may have possessed a weapon. Malcolm had subsequently escaped from the 
gaol by punching out a wooden slab. He later retumed to the settlement to 
serve fourteen days. Ironically, Curry admitted that in the period of 
Malcolm's absence he had fired a revolver from outside his home, before 
beginning his search for the supposedly dangerous inmate, and that he had 
attempted to set fire to the island in an effort 'to bum him out'. He would 
later see that Malcolm was transferred to Barambah reserve."^ 
On 18 April, 1929 Curry was advised by Gall of the outcome of the inquiry: 
... the evidence tendered discloses that Rene Harvey was flogged 
by you and that the flogging was serve and produced marks on 
the arm. In so flogging Rene Harvey you committed a breach 
99 
100 
101 
102 
ibid, 
ibid, 
ibid, 
ibid., and R.H. Curry Memorandum, ibid. 
105. 
of the regulation ... You are reprimanded... and you are 
cautioned to comply strictly with the regulations in the future.'°^ 
Curry was not the only white official to have beaten Murri residents. In 1928 
the resident Archie Blue complained to Curry that Doctor Pattison of Palm 
Island hospital had beaten him while he was a patient. An inquiry in January 
the following year concluded that the doctor had struck the patient across the 
jaw. Hoffman reported witnessing the events from Ballard's verandah: 
He met a native on the road. The native's name is Archie Blue. 
He said to the Doctor 'Can I go for a walk or go to Church?' 
The Doctor said 'No you cow, you can't, you'll go back to your 
bed'... He then struck the boy and said 'Go back to your 
bloody bed'.'^ 
Ballard stated 'Doctor Pattison punched the native up the steps and into the 
hospital', and he claimed that the doctor was 'very drunk' at the time.**^ ^ Chief 
Protector Bleakley advised the Under Secretary that the evidence confirmed 
that Pattison had assaulted the patient, and the doctor was officially 
cautioned.'"^ 
The isolation of the island meant that there was little scrutiny over white 
officials until after assaults had taken place, and only then when complaints 
reached Brisbane officials, while the department's bureaucratic administration 
delayed the process of response. Moreover, not all such incidents were 
reported. Mamie Kennedy records of her youth in the dormitory: 
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... we were belted out of bed at five in the moming by the 
headmistress, and believe me, she could lay the stick on... One 
of the many beltings I remember well: I did some small wrong 
and was cuffed over the ears so hard that it dropped me. My 
ears rang all night and I cried all night. Most of us kids copped 
this kind of treatment.'°' 
Despite the difficulties of escape from this punitive system, abscondings were 
frequent. In 1924 Bleakley noted that the employment of Palm Islanders on 
fishing luggers had 'proved unsatisfactory' since half of the 40 men signed on 
had escaped.'°* Others used passing vessels for transport. On 24 June 1929 the 
Sydney Moming Herald reported: 
Three aboriginals who recently took refuge in the bush at Palm 
Island, taking with them, it is alleged, the wife of another 
aboriginal, have been found on the mainland... It appears that 
the fugitives hailed a Japanese beche-de-mer boat, thus 
escaping.'^ 
Those who were captured were forced to serve time in Stewart Creek, or were 
altematively imprisoned back on the island. One resident who had been 
banished to Eclipse Island managed to find his way back to Palm by floating 
on a log, landing at Pencil Bay before being recaptured."° People risked their 
lives to flee Palm Island, some travelling in small boats and even attempting to 
swim from one island to another. When I questioned Bill Congoo as to the 
history of abscondings and the apparent fearlessness of the people regarding 
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sharks, the answer was simple: 'No one worried too much. There were too 
many sharks on the shores here'.'" 
The island's isolation from the mainland had a major effect on lifestyles on the 
reserve. Boats took four or five hours to reach Palm, and in 1924 the steamer 
coastal services stopped following the opening of the railway to Caims, with 
the only transportation left being by hired motor launch or by weekly 
Govemment trips. Rations of tea, sugar, flour and occasionally meat arrived 
on Govemment boats, but an inquiry in 1930 found that supplies were 
sometimes less than ordered, quantities having disappeared on route."^ The 
availability of sea foods provided an advantage over many mainland reserves, 
and bush tucker was also hunted. Curry allowed specific individuals to use 
rifles for this purpose. Children would look for fish around the reef to 
supplement the often scant provisions in dormitories."^ 
Despite the environmental advantages. Palm Island shared a high death rate 
with other reserves, caused by the introduced diseases of the frontier wars, 
overcrowding and inadequate health services. Palm Island was without a 
hospital until the middle of the decade, and the constmction of housing lagged 
in comparison to demand."" While Palm Island's isolation and quarantine 
measures meant that only a few deaths resulted from the influenza epidemic of 
1919, which was so devastating on southem reserves, a 1921 govemment 
medical survey found over 70 percent of the population were infected by an 
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epidemic of hookworm."* Epidemics of measles and fever swept the island in 
1922, influenza and dysentery in 1923 and 1926. The loss of 122 lives in 
1924 was attributed to venereal diseases, hookworm and scabies."* In 1925 a 
site was chosen for the constmction of a venereal diseases hospital on 
neighbouring Fantome Island, and the institution opened its doors to those 
afflicted from across the State. Within its first twelve months of operation the 
hospital received 70 patients, six of whom died.'" 
Medical inspections were compulsory on reserves. Mamie Kennedy has 
described the process: 
Saturday, too, was our medicine day. We were taken to the 
hospital and given a cup of Epsom salts or a big dose of castor 
oil... Lord, we must have been wicked people. Whoever sent 
us there thought we needed a good clean-out: inside and out. 
Once a year we were treated for hookworm. You have to take 
this medicine on an empty stomach... Everywhere there would 
be kids rolling or laying on the ground too sick to care what 
happened to them."* 
Children were segregated from adults, a system alien to Murri cultural 
practices, as was the stmctural gender segregation applied to both young and 
adult. Boys found in the farm area were punished with fourteen days on bread 
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and water,"' and wire fence enclosures surrounded the dormitories. Thelma 
McAvoy has described her life there as 'under lock and key from 5pm till 
6am'.'^° Doris Pryor of Palm Island stated that the purpose of the dormitories 
was 'to lose the children's language and culture and adopt the white man's 
ways'.'^' Ian O'Connor has written: 'The socialisation of children was 
implemented as a central strategy in the eradication of Aboriginal culture. The 
direction of policy was the separation of children from their culture. It was a 
policy of cultural genocide.''^^ 
The imposition of the dominant and repressive white culture was also 
expressed through Curry's control over sexual relations, with police instmcted 
to report to him any knowledge of liaisons not officially sanctioned. 
Superintendents were required to implement Bleakley's policy of controlling 
sexual relations as part of his wider program of controlled 'breeding' to 
'combat the half-caste evil'.'^^ This was the cause of much resentment on the 
island. Curry could approve or deny requests to marry, and ignore traditional 
Murri laws on inter-tribal marriage. 
The influence of missionaries in the latter half of the decade also dismpted 
traditional practices, and the records of Christian visitors indicate that they saw 
their role on the island as primarily to combat what they labelled as 'sorcery'. 
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Murri spirituality, poorly understood and perceived as inferior to the Christian 
'faith', was the target of a missionary eradication program. 
Father Patrick Moloney of the Catholic Church worked from the premise that 
Palm Islanders needed 'civilising' - 'he knew that stray sheep had to be 
rounded up and yarded' said his fellow churchmen, 'before anything could be 
done for them'.'^ While Christian missionaries on the reserve were not 
motivated by wealth - they lived on a bare sustenance'^ * - they assumed 
authority and control over residents and sought to impose the European values 
of the work ethic, the nuclear family, thrift, abstinence and piety. The 
Catholic Sisters of St Anne's mission, for example, worked tirelessly to 
provide clothes for the women, motivated by the notion that 'doing so gives us 
an influence on native minds'.'^* 
Newspaper reports indicate that Palm Island, where so many of the elderly 
survivors of the frontiers were congregated, was the target of much arrogance 
and fear conceming traditional Murri culture. Joumalists and missionaries 
suggested that the reserve harboured 'tribal sorcery and superstition ... savage 
life... medicine men and rain-makers of barbarous nations'.'^' Baptist 
missionaries to Palm would later write of their conflicts with the wise men 
they described as 'witch doctors', and their disapproval of the continuing 
gatherings of older people on the back beaches of Palm. Here traditional rites 
were carried out in places Palm Islanders declared taboo to all but a few 
specific people. '^ * This clandestine maintenance of culture was a direct result 
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of the oppressive power relations on the reserve of which the missionaries 
were a part. Frantz Fanon has written: 
A national culture under colonial domination is a contested 
culture whose destmction is sought in systematic fashion. It 
very quickly becomes a culture condemned to secrecy. This 
idea of a clandestine culture is immediately seen in the reactions 
of the occupying power which interprets attachment to traditions 
as a faithfulness to the spirit of the nation and a refusal to 
submit.'^' 
Missionary behaviour towards the women was guided as much by ignorance of 
the important roles of women in traditional societies - as collectors of staple 
foods, child rearers and custodians of knowledge and spirituality - as they were 
by the contrasting limitations of women's roles in white society. In the 1920s 
the dominant Anglo-Australian perspective revered masculinity and patriarchy 
and relegated women to the domain of home and family. St Anne's 
representatives wrote self-righteously of their activities: 
In the savage state the lubra was condemned by tribal custom to 
be a man's slave, a half starved dmdge ... in the Christian 
community of St Anne's, her rights as MAID, WIFE AND 
MOTHER are recognised and respected. God Bless the Sisters 
for the noble work they are doing in Palm Island and other 
missions (my emphases).'^° 
Children who spoke their parents' languages while in the dormitories would be 
mocked and even whipped.'^' On the verandah of the dormitory the first 
schooling was conducted, based primarily on the bible. Mrs Curry, a 
Catholic, supervised teachings. Visiting joumalists failed to perceive the 
hypocrisy of white administrators who taught 'the good old sound precepts of 
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the Bible ... "Thou shalt not steal. Do unto others as you would that others 
should do unto you"'.'^^ 
An Anglican Church survey in 1925 recorded that only Murris on Govemment 
reserves and missions were receiving any education in North Queensland, and 
older residents of Palm state that this was only to grade four level.'" Girls 
were taught domestic tasks and boys industrial chores. Limitations on 
education ensured that Murris could not compete with the white population for 
skilled trades. 
In 1923 Willie Solomon and Charlie Simian built the grass school.'^ Two 
years later the Chief Protector wrote to the Under Secretary seeking aid to 
establish a separate school for the children of white officials. He used the 
situation at Taroom as a model whereby Murri children would be taught at a 
'special school' controlled by the Home Department, while white children 
attended a 'provisional school' belonging to the Department of Public 
Instmction. The needs of white children were to be guided by a mainstream 
curriculum and contemporary perspectives on education, while the nature of 
education for Murri youth was determined by the race relations policies of the 
State Govemment. 
Bleakley applied his eugenic theories to the argument, stating that 'a number of 
nearly white (% European) children of a superior type who are inmates of the 
settlement' should be included in the enrolments for the provisional school. 
His pragmatic scheme to boost the numbers at the school, and so satisfy 
departmental regulations, over-shadowed any consideration of the dislocation 
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that such a school might foster in the Murri children he had defined as 'Almost 
White'.'^^ 
The school for white children was established in 1926, with 8 of the students 
'borrowed from the Native School'.'^* Mr Patterson was initially in charge of 
144 students of the Murri school, while Curry's stepdaughter Edna, previously 
a pupil of Ingham Convent, was appointed to teach the provisional school. 
Patterson was later replaced by Mr Davison who believed in liberal use of the 
cane. Bible readings remained a major feature of the curriculum.'^' Despite 
the sub-standard nature of education on reserves like Palm Island, the Home 
Secretary boasted that 'Special attention was given by the State to the education 
of natives coming directly under its care'.'^* 
The 'Colonial Mentality"^' which govemed the setting up of reserves was 
based on the premise that whites, being superior, were naturally suited to 
dominate; that Murris had no culture of their own - merely 'barbarous' and 
'savage' practices - and that they would therefore have to assimilate to 
European cultural mores. As a consequence, while Murris leamt much about 
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white people on reserves, the whites leamt little about them. Murri residents 
sought to leam what they could of the white world and to acquire what skills 
and resources it had to offer,'"" while at the same time maintaining their own 
perspectives and practices, albeit in predominantly clandestine fashion. It was 
an uneven and uneasy arrangement, with the social setting weighed heavily in 
favour of the dominance of the European world view. 
As part of the assimilation program, Curry introduced garden competitions 
between streets, European dancing and a movie theatre. Ellison Obah of 
Yarrabah pressured Curry to initiate a brass band on the island, based on his 
experience of music at his former reserve. The band was eventually funded by 
collections made on the island, and members were trained in jazz and marching 
tunes. Those who failed to attend for practice were sent to gaol.'"' Curry also 
organised Christmas celebrations and Joe Garbutt has recalled that on New 
Years Eve 'Curry would fire them shots to wake us all up. We had cups of 
tea, Christmas cake... go from place to place'.'"^ 
Curry's willingness to organise entertainments, sports and celebrations, and his 
preparedness to work hard alongside Murri residents, were the two aspects of 
his reign on the island which eamed him respect from many Palm Islanders.'"^ 
He made some concessions to Murri culture, allowing corroborees on Saturday 
nights and respecting that some of the dances were not to be seen by the 
women. These occasions are fondly remembered by older residents, providing 
the setting where men and women were most visible to each other, and where 
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young on-lookers gained some degree of socialisation from their parents. 
Practices of law and initiation, however, were deemed punishable offences. 
The procedures at corroborees were heavily controlled by the European 
presence, and competition was fostered between the groups. Spear throwing 
was also encouraged on a competitive basis, as was football. The Palm Island 
football team competed in sports on the mainland. But Brisbane spectators 
who watched the team play at the Exhibition grounds in 1929, were not privy 
to the many inter-tribal feuds which took place at football practices on the 
island.'"" 
It was in this area of inter-group conflicts that an uneasiness pervaded the 
island. Joe Garbutt has stated: 'You couldn't walk around after dark here. A 
bloke would spear you. They'd war with one another if anything went 
wrong... If someone'd done anything to them they'd take revenge.'"^ 
One resident found responsible for what white authorities called a 'tribal 
killing' was sentenced by a white court to the Townsville gaol.'"* Alf Palmer 
has recorded: 'In those days tribes stayed in different places. Otherwise you 
wouldn't be safe. It might be alright if you stayed awake all night, right to 
day break. They used to kill one another in those days.''"' 
'"" Monte and Dot Pryor, Interview with author, Townsville, 10 January 
1990. 
145 
146 
147 
Interview with Joe Garbutt, JCU Black Oral History. 
Elizabeth Burr, Things As They Were (Burwood, Aborigines Inland 
Mission, 1989), p. 20. 
'Alf Palmer Memories' in Palm Islander. Vol 2, No 4, 27 January 
1978. 
Palm Island, 1925. Corroborees were allowed but 
not the underpinnings of law or initiation. 
Source: John Oxley Llbraiy 
photograpnic collection. 
116. 
As early as 1876 Duncan McNab wamed the Colonial Secretary that 'hostile 
tribes cannot be congregated on a reserve'.'"* In 1912 the Chief Protector had 
advised parliament that 'The grouping of many tribes in one area would mean 
continual warfare amongst themselves and practically survival of the fittest'.'"' 
Yet this was the very system adopted on Palm Island, white officials thereby 
promoting violence while preaching law and order. This system was also 
implemented on reserves at Yarrabah, Mapoon and later at Mona Mona and 
Weipa South. It thus appears that the breakdown of skin groupings, of law, 
knowledge and religion, and the build up of tensions between Palm Islanders 
were the offshoots of a deliberate govemment strategy. Paul Wilson's research 
reveals that these reserves by the late twentieth century had the highest rates of 
violence in the Westem World.'^° 
Statements made to visitors by Superintendent Curry also indicate that the 
feuding between Murri residents had been intentionally promoted through 
official design. A visitor on the ship Chances later recorded of his sojoum to 
Palm in 1929: 
C- explained the reason why only a handful of white people was 
able to control several hundred utter savages. Since there were 
many different tribes represented on Palm Island, he said that if 
there was to be any letting off of steam, they would go for each 
other.'^' 
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Despite the situation of an ever-increasing number of Murris sent to Palm from 
different tribes and their harsh living conditions, it seems that it was the much 
smaller, more comfortable group of whites holding power on the island who 
found it impossible to live harmoniously together, or to perform their duties 
competently. A series of rivalries and animosities soon evolved and 
throughout the 1920s insults and assaults were constantly being hurled amongst 
them. The consumption of alcohol often fuelled tempers in these disputes, 
mmours increased ill-feelings and large amounts of Govemment time and 
money were spent on the investigation of complaints. 
In 1919 a complaint by Tedman, clerk on the island, led to an inquiry by the 
Police Magistrate from Ingham whose findings were that Curry had assaulted 
the clerk over the issue of Tedman's attempt to take Murris to Butler's Guest 
House against the Superintendent's wishes.'" Storekeeper Ballard would later 
inform the Home Secretary's office that he had been assaulted by Curry about 
one week after his arrival in 1925, over the issue of the accounts.'" 
Disputes also empted between Palm Island officials and those of the Home 
Office. In the mid-1920s Bleakley visited Palm Island accompanied by Ur\ckir 
Secretary Gall. Gall would later report that in their retum to Curry's home 
after dinner at Hamilton's residence, Curry had been 'in a most excited state' 
and argued that 'He had made the place, nobody would sleep at his house, 
cmybody who tried to get his job would be dealt with and that he would bum 
the place down'. Gall also alleged to Department officials that a few days 
prior to this Curry had 'a serious difference' with Hoffman and Ballard over 
gambling which had occurred between Murri residents while Curry was away. 
'I do not know what happened to Hoffman' wrote Gall, 'but the two black eyes 
' " W.J. Gall, 'General Report', 11 March 1930, Gall Collection, A/8724, 
QSA. 
' " Statement by Leonard James Ballard, 15 March 1929 in G.A. Cameron 
Inquiry, QSA, 
118. 
which Ballard was carrying about with him were ample evidenced of the fact 
that he had been assaulted'.'^ 
In Febmary 1927 Hamilton accompanied Curry to a meeting in Townsville's 
Lowth's Hotel with Gall and Stopford of the Home Secretary's office. 
Inspector James Farrell later stated that he had encountered Curry and 
Hamilton approaching the hotel and had advised Curry not to confront Gall 
until the moming. Farrell said his advice was ignored and that the two men 
'staggered along the footpath' in an intoxicated state.'^ ^ 
Gall later provided his own version of events, claiming that Curry and 
Hamilton had 'pushed themselves in' and both were intoxicated. He further 
alleged that in response to 'a simple question' conceming Palm Island, Curry 
had delivered 'a tirade against me': 
He asserted that he had read private letters I had sent to the 
Doctor. I confess I lost my temper and spoke to him as I should 
not have done. Then Hamilton became insulting, dared me to 
sack him & C I ordered Curry and Hamilton to go back to the 
boat and get back to the Island as quickly as they could, or I 
might be forced to deal with them. They did so.'^ * 
Curry's account of events was somewhat different. He asserted that he had 
come to Townsville to report damage to buildings caused by a cyclone, and 
had found Stopford and Gall in the hotel parlour, 'a bottle of whisky in front 
of them': 
I asked for an interview at 2pm but was not admitted until 7pm 
and I must admit I had whisky with them while in the parlour, 
Mr Gall was just about as full as he could be, and he asked me 
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how was things, and I replied good only for the private letters 
going down to him by certain officials. He then called me a — 
liar, and I called him one back. In the meantime my launch 
driver came in and threatened to pour a glass of beer over his 
baldy head to make his hair grow.'" 
Tensions between staff on the island also mounted as the decade unfolded, the 
reserve becoming a veritable battlefield of both verbal and physical exchanges. 
In 1926 Dr Charles Maitland Pattison, formerly of the British Colonial Service 
in Fiji, was appointed Medical Superintendent to Palm. Curry and Pattison 
clashed in 1928 and 'came to blows''^* and on another occasion, alleged Gall, 
Curry 'assaulted the Doctor, by hitting him on the head with a spanner and 
laying him aside for nearly a fortnight'. Both men were later reprimanded.'^^ 
In April 1929 Magistrate G.A. Cameron was instmcted to conduct an inquiry 
in Townsville into allegations that the doctor and Ballard had been feuding. 
Evidence tendered suggested Doctor Pattison had called Mrs Ballard 'a lousy 
cur' and 'a dirty cow' and her child an 'epileptic brat'. The doctor denied this 
and accused Mrs Ballard of assaulting him. Kommann, a carpenter on the 
island, stated that Mrs Ballard 'twice punched the doctor who used some very 
strong language, after which Mrs Ballard stmck him on the jaw'.'*° 
During the dispute the doctor had allegedly accused Ballard of having been 'a 
V.D. case in the Shankers' ward at Edmonton hospital' and that he had 'never 
seen a day's service in the war'. Curry, Hoffman and the Ballards stated the 
doctor had been 'full of drink' at the time. These events took place at 7pm on 
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a Sunday night, in the main streets of the settlement, as the officials walked 
towards the doctor's house, where more abuse and insults were exchanged.'*' 
The doctor was officially cautioned and 'advised to be more circumspect in 
future'.'*2 
An inquiry^in 1930 investigated a further dispute between the doctor and the 
Superintendent, over the doctor's supply of alcohol to both the nurse and a 
female Murri resident. Curry had found both women dmnk on Christmas Day 
in 1929, and confronted the doctor, whom he claimed became abusive: 'I then 
smacked him with my open hand!' continued Curry... 'This is the second time 
I have stmck him for that word and in respect to my mother I allow no man to 
call me that."*^ 
The inquiry by visiting Justice Nevitt concluded that both Curry and 
Pattison had consumed alcohol on the moming of the altercation and that there 
was 'ample evidence to prove that the superintendent, the medical officer, and 
Mrs Hazeldine... had given alcoholic drinks to the natives. Drink, in his 
opinion, was at the bottom of the trouble'.'*" Curry grew to deeply resent the 
doctor and later the Assistant Superintendent, for his Germanic origin and 
because of his belief that Hoffman was out to usurp his role as Superintendent. 
A complaint lodged by Curry accused Hoffman of having stolen funds from 
gate receipts at a football match at Halifax attended by the Palm Island team. 
Gall later insisted that the £14 be refunded to the Home Office,'*^ 
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Ironically, while theft, dmnkenness and violence were exhibited by white 
overseers with few repercussions, these were the very transgressions which had 
led to the punitive exile of many Murri residents on Palm Island. And while 
whites had been invested with the power and control for surveillance and 
regulation of the conduct of Palm Island Murris, it became increasingly evident 
that these very officials were unable to regulate their own. Breaches of public 
service mles of conduct were frequent and an atmosphere of jealousy, 
resentment and distmst became increasingly apparent. 
Until the close of the decade mainstream society had little insight into the bitter 
conflicts empting on the island. What Tmth described as 'secret, hole-in-
comer enquires' ensured that the public remained unaware, while visitations by 
tourists were organised to promote the notion that this was a model settlement. 
The 'sight-seeing' of these visitors became fetishised in the 1920s, tourists 
arriving from as far away as Fremantle on the mainland and from European 
countries, in search of the 'exotic'. Curry ensured that their movements on the 
island were thoroughly supervised, and as the owner of the only motor car on 
Palm he drove them around 'at breakneck speed'.'** 
Tourists leamt little from these ventures. They came seeking affirmations of 
their own ingrained sense of superiority, a confirmation of difference. 
Preconceptions and stereotypes blinded their observations. Liberman writes of 
cross-cultural interactions in Australia: 
In imposing their own reality upon the Aboriginals, the 
Europeans experienced a relationship of themselves with 
themselves... the essential being of Aboriginal people was 
represented merely as the unessential objectification, the 
projection of a European alter ego.'*' 
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The process was akin to people visiting a zoo. Tourists threw lollies at the 
children to watch them grab for them in the dirt. They tossed money to adults 
from their boats, making them dive for it in the ocean. Their memories 
described what they saw as 'grotesque', 'demon-like figures', one observer 
arguing that 'the natives looked for all the world like monkeys'.'** 
Alexander Crosby Brown's detailed account of the Murri dancing performances 
in 1929 reflected what he had already determined he would find: 
The astonishing thing about the 'Field Day' performances at 
Palm Island was that it gave one the feeling of being face to face 
with utter elemental savages... The veneer of civilisation was 
stripped off and there was revealed a grandeur of complete 
barbarity. It roused the picture of a race whose very 
foundations lay in torture and cmelty.'*^ 
Brown's projections and the vision in his imagination became increasingly 
fearful as his camera leads him to closer proximity with the dancers: 'I 
seemed to remember that there were several hundred of them and that I was 
one of but a dozen whites. I hoped the protest would not be carried too far!'"" 
It is interesting that Brown should describe a corroboree as a 'protest' - 'a 
refusal to submit'. His fears and those of other white observers could well 
have been deliberately nourished by the performers, if the following account is 
realistic: 'A tomtom sounded a series of crescendo booms while the dancers 
shook the ground, rending the air with savage shrieks and gmnts. It swept to 
a climax and they combined an ear-splitting yell, brandishing their weapons at 
us."" 
'^ * Sydney Moming Herald. 29 June 1929, p. 11, and Brown, Horizon's 
Rim, p. 48 and Buller Coutts, Palm Islander. Vol 2, No 15, 1978. 
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Older residents of Palm speak appreciatively of the tourist visits as a source of 
entertainment and finance, and of the tourists themselves as a source of some 
amusement."^ Hayles tourist boats brought them over, and revenue was made 
through the sale of goods on stalls. Tourists purchased artefacts and paid 
residents to climb trees for coconuts. Their boats left 'literally bristling' with 
their acquisitions."^ Joe Garbutt has recalled: 
... back in Curry's time... We had plenty of entertainment of 
our own. Got people here in hundreds. All of us what we 
made, spears, boomerangs, and all that, shields zmd shells, we 
sold all that to the tourists... he [Curry] liked to see us make the 
money for ourselves and we did too. He said 'that's your 
own'."" 
Garbutt stated that the Govemment stopped this practice because the Murris 
were making money, and that if Curry had continued to administer Palm Island 
there would have been 'show-grounds, circuses' and the like."^ In this sense, 
Curry's strategies mirrored those of Archibald Meston, who had engaged in 
the 'collection' of Murris for displays and exhibitions in the late nineteenth 
century. William Thorpe notes that Meston was influenced by Victorian 
notions of 'manliness', and the German 'gymnastics movement', with their 
emphasis upon physical prowess, and Curry, too, seems to have placed great 
stress upon physical strength as evidence of manhood."* 
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Early tourist reports spoke of Curry as 'the right man for the job' and of the 
administration's high level of efficiency. But later in the decade some of the 
tensions on Palm Island came to light, and by 1929 Curry had begun advising 
tourists that the white officials were living in a 'constant state of 
apprehension', that some soothed their fear and sense of isolation through 
alcohol, and that his own existence on the island was 'like living on the rim of 
a volcano'.'" And while earlier departmental inquires had resulted in small 
amounts of publicity conceming bickering between whites, the Nevitt 
investigation of 1930 dealt with allegations of a far more serious nature. 
Nevitt's visit had been prompted by a letter to Brisbane officials which read: 
Dear Sir - I am sending you a report about our Protector, R H 
Curry. He is still flogging our people. He belted one of our 
people and also punched his wife and knocked her down... we 
want you to look into this matter, as this man is going too far. 
Also there is other things he is doing to our young girls. He is 
committing serious offences with them."* 
In the course of the inquiry a male inmate charged that Curry had interfered 
with his wife, and the woman confirmed the allegation, stating that this had 
occurred when she worked at Curry's home. Nevitt reported that Curry 
admitted to having beaten two married inmates, his justification being that the 
couple had told other Murris that he was interfering with women on the 
reserve. Some of the older residents of Palm Island believe that Curry was 
guilty of these allegations.'" 
' " Brown, Horizon's Rim, p. 59. 
"* Truth, 16 Febmary 1930, p. 15. 
" ' North Oueensland Register. 15 Febmary 1930, p. 21, and 22 Febmary 
1930, p. 44; Inquest into the deaths of Robert Henry Curry, Robert 
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Despite the seriousness of these charges and the further evidence provided to 
Nevitt of bitter feuding amongst the administration on Palm, his report argued 
that 'he found a high state of efficiency, both externally and internally, in the 
administration of the settlement', and that the management reflected the 
greatest credit on all concerned'.'*'' This must have been one of the grimmest 
ironies in the history of Queensland, for on the very day that this report 
reached the Home Office, Curry ran amok, clad in a red bathing suit and 
armed with dynamite, petrol and revolvers he blew up the reserves' main 
administrative buildings, set fire to the homes of other officials, shot the doctor 
and his wife, set fire to the island and murdered his own children. 
Curry's motives and his condition at the time are considered in the following 
chapter. Equally worthy of examination, however, is the role played by those 
in higher positions of authority who chose to ignore the mounting evidence that 
all was not well on Palm Island. The decision to hold secret inquires, to settle 
with the official caution or reprimand in the face of apparent brutalities, to 
ignore the growing residue of conflict on the reserve, and to present to the 
public the image of a glowing state of affairs were in this context actions of 
striking neglect. Chapter four considers the outcome of this disregard for the 
welfare of Palm Islanders - the terrorisation of inmates and the harrowing 
destruction of lives in February 1930, when people were under the 'protection' 
of the Queensland Government. 
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CHAPTER 4 
'As Straight As a Gun Barrel' : 
Superintendent Robert Curry and the 1930 Incident 
I promise you I will clean Palm Island up this 
time and for good. 
R.H. Curry 
Letter to J.W. Bleakley 
2 Febmary 1930 
On Sunday, 2 Febmary 1930, Superintendent Robert Curry called at the home 
of his neighbour and assistant at midnight. Thomas Hoffman had retired at 
8.00 p.m., but he was woken by Curry's voice calling out that he was going 
down to the farm to find Charles Alley. Alley had been sentenced to gaol by 
Curry the day before and was serving his sentence at the bam. Curry had 
since received notice that Alley was directed to Townsville by Doctor Pattison 
for medical treatment. 'Aren't you going rather early?' asked Hoffman, to 
which Curry replied, 'I can't sleep and I'll go down and get it over.'' This 
dialogue marked the beginning of a night of rampage by the Palm Island 
Superintendent. 
Carrying a rifle and revolver, he drove to the lock-up at the farm, where he 
found that both the prisoners, Charles Alley and Dan Kyle, had escaped. 
Curry then drove to the doctor's residence, situated about halfway between the 
farm area and the main settlement. He stopped the car, fired his rifle and 
mshed up to the house. The Superintendent stood in the doorway, from where 
Statement of Thomas Hoffman, 4 Febmary 1930, in Townsville 
Supreme Court Criminal Files, Rex v. Peter Pryor, QSA, A/18421, 
1930, 65 A, B, C 
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Ethel Pattison (Matron) and Charles Pattison 
(Doctor), Palm Island 1920's. 
Source: AIATSIS photographic collection. 
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he woke Charles and Ethel Pattison 'with the smash of a porcelain jug and a 
tomado of shots' fired into their bedroom.^ 
The doctor leapt from the bed and moved towards the verandah in search of 
his gun, when the bullets hit him from behind and he fell to the floor in a pool 
of blood. Mrs Pattison ran onto the verandah, clutching at the wounds to her 
neck. Curry followed and stmck the woman's head and heart with the butt of 
his rifle. The blows were so severe that the woman's skull was fractured and 
he shattered the stock of the rifle. Mrs Pattison fell to the floor and Curry 
jumped from the verandah to the ground below. He then drove recklessly back 
to the settlement.^ 
Fifteen minutes after the conversation with Curry, the assistant Superintendent 
heard Curry's car retum. Unaware of events on the north end of the island, 
Hoffman again fell asleep. Half an hour later the entire settlement experienced 
a violent awakening. At close to 1.00 a.m. a loud explosion shattered the still 
evening air. Residents leapt form their beds in constemation. The air smelt of 
smoke and kerosene and they could hear the crackle of flames. White staff 
near the scene soon saw that Curry's home had been blown to pieces and that 
the Superintendent stood before it, contemplating the sight of the flames." 
ibid.; Statements of Charles Alley and Dan Kyle to Inquest into the 
deaths of Robert Henry Curry, Robert Curry and Edna Curry, in ASA, 
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Hoffman made a belated attempt to rescue the two Curry children. He would 
later testify: 
I mshed round to Curry's place and broke the front door to get 
in but could not enter as the whole intemal part was afire and I 
could smell kerosene strongly. I ran round the back of Curry's 
and as I was doing so I heard the report of a shot and the ping 
ping of a bullet pass me and I went and assisted Hamilton to 
release two girl[s] prisoner in the cells at the rear of Curry's 
house. ^  
Storekeeper Len Ballard had, in the meantime, mshed onto the street in his 
pyjamas and heard Mrs Hoffman screaming at her husband to free the women 
in the gaol. While Hoffman and the launch driver, Joseph Hamilton, forced an 
opening to the gaol, Ballard approached Curry. 'He was practically in front of 
his house', Ballard later stated: 
The reflection of the fire showed a bright light all around. I 
said to him 'Good God. What's all this?' He said 'I am just 
looking at it'. I said 'What's the matter?' He said 'Oh I have 
killed the doctor and the Matron and had a shot at Hoffman and 
missed him and you had better get to bloody hell too.'* 
Curry's threat sent Ballard mnning back to his own home. The white staff and 
their children began to gather on the avenue behind the shelter of the mango 
trees. Curry had now broken the window of Hoffman's adjoining home and 
dashed kerosene into the room. The owner heard one of the white staff shout 
'Your house is on fire, Mr Hoffman'. The Assistant later reported: 'I mshed 
over to my place and met my wife, who said "This man is mad" ... I pushed 
ibid. 
Statement of Leonard Ballard to Inquest, QSA. 
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her aside and went in to endeavour to save something but couldn't as the whole 
place was on fire.'' 
Curry then traversed to Main Street where he continued his rampage. One 
informant, who was a ten-year-old child at the time, recalls: 'He was walking 
around in circles, wailing, unsettling everyone.'* Curry's rifle continued to 
crack zmd building after building soon burst into flames. 
While the Superintendent ignited the office, school and general store in 
succession, the children in the dormitories screamed in terror and their parents 
ran to release them from the compound. Mamie Kennedy has written: 
We had just settled down (in the dormitory) when we heard two 
big bangs and we kids got up screaming and mshed out onto the 
verandah but the wire netting stopped us from getting out ... 
there were about two or three hundred kids mnning around 
screaming and crying in panic and terror and afraid we were 
next to be bumt.... The whole island was lit up bright as day.' 
Residents now operated on the knowledge that the island was under siege and 
that the saboteur was the Superintendent who had gone mad. While some of 
the Murri residents took their families up into the hills, using what sheets and 
tarpaulins they could find as cover from the rain, Hoffman hid in the darkness 
in Mango Avenue. Others reported to the Assistant that they had seen Curry 
Statement of Eric Davison, ibid; Statement of Thomas Hoffman, 4 
Febmary 1930, in Townsville Supreme Court Criminal Files, QSA; 
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in Main Street and he had told those who got near him 'to get away or he 
would give them a bit of lead'.'° 
Jack Wondai and Frank Pickles told Hoffman that they had seen Curry 
standing in front of the general store while it was buming and that he had told 
them to leave, 'that he was doing the job'." Another resident ran up to 
Hoffman to inform him that Curry had said he would bum the hospital down. 
The patients - one of them wrapped in a sheet and carrying a one-day-old 
baby, another with a child only a few days old - were removed from the 
premises into the bush, under a steady downpour of rain.'^ 
The news that the doctor had been shot finally reached Hoffman and he sent 
Ballard to Pattison's residence, took up a rifle belonging to schoolteacher Eric 
Davison, and stood at the hedge in front of the hospital. Eight or nine Murris 
now gathered around Hoffman, while others began to group at the doctor's 
house. After the shooting, the doctor and Ethel Pattison had crawled across 
the floor towards each other and the doctor had tied a handkerchief around his 
wife's neck to try to stop the bleeding. Mrs Pattison then blew upon a whistle 
as a cry for help. Pattison's medical assistant, the Murri resident Smith, had 
responded to the whistle call and located forceps which the injured doctor used 
to tie his own arteries. Smith reported that Curry was now at the beach. 
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seated on a kerosene case, that he was drinking from a bottle, and had a rifle 
on his knee and a revolver in his hand.'^ 
The Palm Islander, Jack Campbell, was sleeping in the boatshed when Henry 
Pedro called out: 'Boss wants you awake'. Compelling Campbell to 
accompany him, Curry then boarded the launch Esme. Jack Campbell later 
testified: 
Mr Curry and I lay down on launch and went to sleep. When 
he woke up he told me to go ashore looking for Henry. He was 
quiet. He said 'Don't go far. You come back.' He told me he 
was going to shoot me if I don't come back. [Unable to find 
Henry] I came back to the boat when he told me that. I woke 
up at daylight.'" 
As the sun rose, residents on the island saw Curry transhipping goods from the 
Esme onto the Rita, a smaller launch nearby. Still accompanied by Campbell, 
Curry stood some distance off in the Rita when smoke began rising from the 
Esme. Flames appeared and residents witnessed yet another explosion, as the 
benzine tank on the larger launch was detonated by fire. Curry now stood on 
the turtle-back of the Rita where, as if engaged in an orchestrated military 
campaign, he waved a white calico cloth back towards the shore.'^ The 
increasingly bizarre events of Febmary 1930 were, however, far from over. 
The island settlement was now in mins. As Curry headed for Fantome Island, 
Hoffman now took the chance to send Jimmy Puttaburra, Albie Kyle and 
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Arthur Murdock, to Rollingstone on a sailing cutter, so that they could get 
word through to Townsville police.'* He gave them the written message: 
To the Captain, Dear Sir - We are in sore straits and distress, 
being without rations. A doctor is needed at once to save life. 
The stores, the superintendent's house, the assistant 
superintendent's house and the offices have bumt to the ground, 
and the doctor and matron have been shot. Police are urgently 
required - T, Hoffman, Assistant Superintendent," 
Between 7.00 a.m. and 8.00 a.m., a crowd of Murris gathered around 
Hoffman in front of Davison's residence in Mango Avenue. Some had come 
from the doctor's residence, others from the camps. Hoffman issued them 
with four rounds of .22 ammunition and several guns. Elizabeth Ballard later 
described the scene as 'panic stricken': 
The other whites went away and Mr Hoffman was talking to the 
boys. He said to them all 'Go and get Mr Curry [when he 
retums] do not let him pass, either shoot him or spear him.' 
Some of the boys asked 'How will we get on if we do that?' Mr 
Hoffman said 'It's quite alright, I will be responsible.''* 
While Hoffman now paced the island in trepidation, the wardsman Albert 
Morecombe was stationed on Fantome Island, almost five miles across from 
Palm, when three Murris arrived in a dinghy, carrying a letter from the 
Assistant Superintendent. Morecombe read that the doctor and matron had 
been shot and that he was urgently required for medical aid. While dressing to 
leave for Palm, he heard the reports of the Esme's destmction and someone 
shouted, 'The Rita is coming.' Morecombe, convinced that Hoffman had sent 
'* Statement of Thomas Hoffman, 4 Febmary 1930, in Townsville 
Supreme Court Criminal Files, QSA. 
" Daily Mail. 5 Febmary 1930, p. 7. 
'* Statement of Elizabeth Ballard in Townsville Supreme Court Criminal 
Files, QSA. 
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the launch to enable him to get over to the doctor's house, waited for the Rita 
to come nearer. He soon saw through his field glasses that Curry was on 
board. 
Morecombe told patients, staff £md the three Palm Islanders to stay at the 
hospital. When Curry arrived in a dinghy from the Rita, the wardsman left his 
house and met the Superintendent at the beach. His subsequent testimony 
outlined events that moming: 
I said 'Goodmoming Mr Curry.' He said 'I have finished the 
fucking doctor and bloody matron, I bet they're dead by now'... 
He then said 'I had a go at Hoffman but missed him; the only 
thing I am sorry for is my own kids.' I said, 'Good heavens, 
what's happened to them.' He said 'I gave them an injection of 
morphia and dynamited them."' 
Curry then told Morecombe that he was going to nearby Curacoa Island to 'lie 
off there for the day' - 'tonight', he said, 'I am going to finish them off Then 
I am going to wait and have a go at the police before I have finished.... If I 
see any boat leaving the island I'll chase them on the Rita and stop them.'^° 
The Superintendent had at this stage changed out of his shirt and trousers and 
was wearing a red bathing costume. Morecombe would later tell Detective 
Maloney: 'I had never seen him in this dress before and his speech was 
intermingled with bursts of laughter and I saw that he was not normal. '^ ' 
Curry requested a kerosene tin full of water and then left, only eight minutes 
after his arrival, in the direction of Curacoa. He was still accompanied by the 
unwilling escort Jack Campbell, who later said of the Curacoa sojoum: 'Mr 
" Statement of Albert Morecombe to Inquest, QSA. 
20 ibid. 
2' Statement of Albert Morecombe in Townsville Supreme Court Criminal 
files, QSA. 
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Curry boil rice and have feed. Mr Curry go up hill and look over to Palm 
Island... Mr Curry sleep and I sleep too.'^ ^ 
Having seen the Rita disappear into a shower of rain about a quarter of a mile 
from Fantome, Morecombe made his way over to the doctor's residence. It 
took the wardsman and three Palm Islanders more than two hours to reach the 
reserve in the dinghy. At around 9.(X) a.m., Morecombe went to the aid of 
the doctor, finding bullet wounds to the abdomen which had extended through 
to the thigh. He also rendered aid to Mrs Pattison, who was wounded in the 
neck and on the scalp, as well as suffering multiple bmises. At this stage 
there were '20 or 30 Aboriginals about the place'.^^ 
Murri residents, Jimmy Harvey, Peter Pryor, Clive Beckett, Ellison Obah and 
Bmce Mitchell, had gathered around the doctor. Pattison told the matron to 
'take those boys into the office' where they were given possession of guns and 
cartridges. Jimmy Harvey later testified that the doctor said of Curry: 'If you 
get anywhere near him, try and get him', while both Peter Pryor and the white 
sawmiller, Ralph Matthews, would report that Pattison had told them: 'Shoot 
him in the guts, where he shot me. '^ 
At close to midday, Hoffman arrived at the Pattison residence, where he 
advised the doctor that he had stationed men with firearms from the farm to 
the beach, and that the patrol would continue until Curry retumed.^ ^ Hoffman 
then walked around the main settlement throughout the aftemoon. At around 
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4.00 p.m. he was advised by Peter Pryor that the Rita had left Curacoa and 
was heading towards Palm Island. The Assistant Superintendent told Pryor to 
'go down to the band house and shoot' if Curry had 'any firearms about 
him'.2* 
Hoffman then went with Mr and Mrs Ballard, Mr Davison, Mr Hamilton and 
the other white residents up into the bush out of the range of Curry's .303 
rifle. 'I was then aware' he later stated, 'that the boys were patrolling the 
beach with rifles awaiting Curry's retum. There were no white officials with 
the aboriginals while they were patrolling the beach.'2' Davison would later 
report that he 'heard Mr Hoffman say it was alright - that he had posted 
natives along the beach' to wait for Curry's retum: 'When I heard that the 
cutter was leaving Curacoa I brought my wife and family into the avenue and 
with the white officials we went up into the bush. I remained there with the 
women folk.'2* 
Murri residents had now taken full responsibility for protecting the community 
while the 'white men lay skulking and quaking in the bush'.^' Jimmy Harvey 
stationed himself behind the bandroom, which was eighteen yards to the rear 
and left of the boat shed. He carried Dr Pattison's .32 automatic pistol.^° 
Ellison Obah also waited behind the bandroom with a revolver. Others posi-
tioned themselves inside the bandroom, where they could watch Curry's 
2J6 
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Statement of Peter Pryor in Townsville Supreme Court Criminal Files, 
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Statement of Thomas Hoffman, ibid.; Statement of Thomas Hoffman to 
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Library, Brisbane, Unpublished Manuscripts). 
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approach through the windows and prepare an ambush. Peter Pryor held a 
magazine shot gun, Clive Beckett a pea rifle, Caesar Anning a rifle, and Billy 
Donaldson a shot gun. Willie Barambah stationed himself up a palm tree. All 
would later report of their grave apprehensions when, at close to 4.30 p.m., 
Curry and Jack Campbell quit the Rita in Challenger Bay and rowed towards 
the beach in a flattie.^' 
Caesar Anning observed: 
Mr Curry come round the comer of the boatshed coming 
towards the bandroom. He had a rifle in his left hand and a 
revolver in his right hand.... He was dressed in a bathing 
costume. He had a red calico round his waist. He was pointing 
the revolver towards where Peter Prior [sic] and I were at the 
window. ^ 2 
Peter Pryor corroborated, stating that on sighting the men in the back of the 
bandroom Curry had pointed his revolver 'straight to where we were': 
[Curry] was raising his hand with the revolver as if to take a 
shot when I fired my shot gun and he fell and as I fired I heard 
another report outside... I am certain that my shot hit him first 
and that caused him to fall. I was afraid that he would have 
shot us all if I had not shot first.^ ^ 
In the midst of extreme anxiety and tension, several shots were fired at this 
time. Ellison Obah recalled: 
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I heard shots when Curry landed, and after they went off I don't 
know whether it was nerve or not, but the revolver went off, 
and I plugged the [water] tank. You'd pull the trigger too, if 
someone banged a kerosene tin behind you.^ 
Curry was about ten yards from the band room when he received a series of 
shot pellet wounds which would prove to be fatal. The Superintendent lay 
writhing in agony when Clive Beckett ran over and took Curry's weapon from 
him. Peter Pryor called out for the others to come down from the hills. 
Hoffman had left the bush and heard the shots as he crossed the football field. 
The first official to arrive, he shifted Curry closer to the boat shed as a crowd 
began to gather. ^ ^ 
According to Hoffman's account of events, Curry then said to him: 'The 
Murrays [sic] got me... Why didn't you come out and fight me fair?', to 
which the Assistant replied: 'You fought your children fair and the doctor fair 
didn't you?' Curry responded: 
Oh yes I done them in. I didn't want people to say their father 
was a murderer, you can think yourself lucky I had a shot or 
two at you and missed you. you can take my job now that you 
were always after. 
Hoffman denied that he wanted Curry's job. The Superintendent then 
addressed Ellison Obah: 'I didn't come over to shoot you murrays [sic] I only 
wanted the migloes*, then I wanted to get back to the boat and get the bloody 
police'. He then asked, 'How are the doctor and matron?' and was advised 
'They are not too good'. Curry's request that the doctor be sent down 
34 
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QSA. 
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'alongside of me' was ignored, and he then asked for Nellie Bly, a Murri 
resident in charge of the girls' quarters. Nellie was sent for and she shook 
hands with the Superintendent and the two said goodbye.^ * 
Morecombe had now arrived from the doctor's house and administered a dose 
of morphia at Curry's request. The wardsman observed 40 to 50 gun shot 
pellet wounds to Curry's abdomen, upper thighs and wrists. Ballard took the 
dying man by stretcher to the hospital where, according to the storekeeper: 
'He looked up at me and said 'Is that you Len?' I said 'Yes... Is there 
anything I can do for you?' He said 'I have nothing to say. I deserve all I 
got.' I then left him and went to the doctor's house.'^' 
Curry died about 20 minutes later, at 6.15 p.m., and at 45 years of age. His 
nineteen-year-old stepdaughter, Edna, and his eleven-year-old son, Robert, 
were also dead. The doctor and matron were seriously wounded. Two homes, 
the main buildings of the settlement, the office records and the launch, had all 
been destroyed, the damage estimated at £7000.^ * 
Palm Island residents had been subjected to sixteen hours of terror and 
memories of the 'tragic horror' of 3 Febmary would remain with them for the 
rest of their lives.^' Some would not survive. In the aftermath of Curry's 
rampage, two Murri residents died as a result of their exposure to rain. Mary 
Quinn, who had given birth only a few days earlier and who was carried out of 
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the hospital after Curry's threat to bum it down, and Clem Jackson, who 
contracted pneumonia, joined the list of casualties of the Superintendent's 
cmsade of arson and bloodshed."" 
These events on Palm Island on 3 Febmary 1930 provide a graphic microcosm 
of the historical paradox inherent in the operations of Queensland's 'protection' 
acts. While reserves were heralded as providing 'havens' from the ravages of 
colonial conquest, in reality Queensland's reserves were the antithesis of all 
they were purported to be. White staff on Palm Island lived on Murri lands, 
in homes built by Murri labour, and worked in jobs dependent on the existence 
of Murri residents who were held hostage within its boundaries. They called 
these people who provided their sustenance their 'wards' and saw their own 
roles as custodial. The ultimate exhibition of this irony unfolded when Palm 
Island became a war zone, the entire community threatened by the menacing 
rampage of its primary white 'protector'. For when 'Uncle Boss Curry' 
murdered his own children, seriously injured the medical staff, destroyed the 
reserve buildings and posed himself as a threat to all residents, both black and 
white, it was behind the shelter of their wards' protection that the white 
officials hid. 
Curry's 'maniacal attack' on the island soon became local knowledge in North 
Queensland, with particular attention focused on the fact that white staff had 
issued guns to Murri residents, taken to the hills and 'pushed up the natives to 
shoot him'."' Hoffman would advise a subsequent inquest into the Curry 
deaths: 'We said we would be with the abos [sic] when the boat came. Mr 
Ballard was with his wife and children, Mr Davison was with his wife and 
children, and Mr Morecombe was with the doctor'. Hoffman himself and the 
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Truth, 9 March 1930, ibid. 
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Hamilton family had also been up in the hills behind Mango Avenue, about 
half a mile from their houses."^ 
Morecombe told the inquiry that he had been required at Pattison's side for 
medical reasons. Of Curry's earlier visit to Fantome Island, he stated: 'It 
would probably have been quicker to have seized Curry' but he had not done 
so, he said, because 'I did not think of it'. Hoffman justified his absence at 
the critical moment of Curry's retum: 'I would have been with the boys when 
he arrived only he arrived too quickly.'"^ 
Individualism had mled the day, with members of staff intently focussing on 
their own personal preservation. With a longstanding history of disunity 
behind them, white officials had even failed to co-operate at a time when their 
very discord had culminated in dire threats to life and property. Mrs Ballard 
testified: 'Mr Hoffman did not call a conference to decide what we should do. 
There was no attempt between the whites as to what steps they should take for 
their own protection and the protection of the community.'"" 
In the Govemment inquiry which followed this affair, the assumption of 
responsibility on the part of the Murris and their co-operative efforts in 
ensuring a halt to Curry's rampage, drew little reward. Moreover, the 
inquiry's conclusion astounded many in North Queensland with its biting 
crescendo of retribution against the Murris themselves. For twenty-year-old 
Peter Pryor was to be charged with murder."^ 
"2 Statements of Thomas Hoffman and Joseph Hamilton to Inquest, QSA. 
"^  Statements of Albert Morecombe and Thomas Hoffman, ibid. 
44 Statement of Elizabeth Ballard, ibid. 
"^  Inquest, QSA; Inspector Battersby to Inspector Loch, Townsville, 10 
April 1930, in Police Department Commissioner's Office, QSA. 
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Police had finally arrived at Palm Island on 3 Febmary, approaching the island 
at midnight, more than six hours after the ambush. Palm Islanders had 
reached Rollingstone by dinghy in rough sea conditions, arriving at 8.00 p.m. 
Farmer Toogood had sent them on to station master McAllister, who 
telephoned Townsville police. The Govemment's choice of this isolated 
outpost for the reserve's setting meant that it would take five hours for 
emergency help from Townsville to reach the reserve. 
Detective Maloney was accompanied by a party of police - Constables Bahr, 
Raetz, Vidler, Rawlins, McNevin and Daley, the Govemment medical officer, 
Dr H. Taylor, and 'two black trackers'. Though fully armed, the squad 
apparently shared with white officials on the island great fears for their own 
safety: 'It was the purpose of the party', stated Maloney, 'not to go ashore 
until daylight'."* 
Hoffman went out to the police by dinghy and the following day Maloney 
began taking swom statements from witnesses to events of the previous day. 
These depositions would be forwarded to the subsequent inquest into the deaths 
of Curry and his children. Three days after the tragedy, the northem press 
had begun to call for a 'full' and 'proper' inquiry into happenings on the 
island."' 
On 11 Febmary, Curry's father used the Telegraph to voice this demand. 
Acknowledging that his son 'must have been demented', George Curry said 
that the question remained to be answered: 'Why did he come to be in that 
state?' Moreover, the fact that 'blackfellows were made to shoot my son' was, 
he said, basis enough to 'make an inquiry imperative': 'That aspect of the 
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situation is scandalous and will have a most serious effect on the morale of 
blacks in other settlements.'"* 
By mid-Febmary, the Govemment had still not announced whether such an 
inquiry would take place, while the Retumed Soldiers' League, of which both 
Robert Curry and his brother were members, had begun to demand a Royal 
Commission."^ The Daily Standard of 13 Febmary endorsed this suggestion, 
stating that 'in the interests of justice' the scope of any inquiry should 
incorporate all events leading up to Curry's death. Despite the terror and 
destmction Curry had inflicted, the report noted that 'public opinion' was 'not 
altogether against Curry', primarily because he had been shot by a black man. 
'The fact that he was shot down by natives while the whites apparently skulked 
in the background, has done much to veer sympathy in his direction.'^° 
On 16 Febmary, Tmth ran the headline: 'Was Curry Wholly To Blame?', 
noting 'continuous and harassing back-biting' on the island and 'bitter feeling 
between white officials'. The article reprinted excerpts of the Nevitt inquiry of 
January 1930, which had now been released to the press by Premier Moore, 
coupled with notice that the Govemment would conduct a magisterial investiga-
tion into the Curry deaths.^' Both Tmth and the Daily Standard described this 
response as inadequate, the former arguing that it was 'the plain duty of the 
Govemment to go further and appoint something in the nature of a 
Commission, with full scope to inquiry into every ramification of Palm Island 
and ... the grim horror that shocked a continent.' The Daily Standard reported 
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the need for a full investigation which would address the issue: 'Was the 
Home Department to Blame?'^ ^ 
From 27 Febmary to 28 March 1930, Magistrate G.A. Cameron conducted an 
inquest into the events in which, the Govemment acknowledged, Peter Pryor 
had shot Curry 'under orders' of 'certain white officials'." Until an 
adjoumment to Townsville on 3 March, the inquiry was conducted in the white 
children's school shed of the main settlement, with 'torrential rain' at times 
'pelting down on the iron roof ... making it almost impossible to hear the 
voices of the witnesses'.^" Despite the Home Department's decision to restrict 
the inquiry to 'the cause of death', and the magistrate's opening remarks that 
'he did not want to have questions of administration asked in Court',*^ the 
evidence of the twenty-six witnesses would disclose a multitude of factors 
leading to the Superintendent's final breakdown. Reasons would also emerge 
as to why the Home Department did not want a general inquiry. 
Statements revealed that Curry's wife, Agnes, had died in childbirth at 
Townsville General Hospital in mid-November 1929, and 'a big change came 
over Mr Currie [sic]' from this time. It was then that the Superintendent had 
taken to alcohol.^ * His personal bereavement was probably intensified by the 
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pending loss of his son, Robbie, who was due to leave for the mainland to 
attend school at Ingham, and his step-daughter, Edna, recently engaged to be 
married to a man named Morrissey." 
Curry's personal pain over his familial circumstances developed in the context 
of a dramatic deterioration in relations between white staff. Before her death 
in November, Agnes Curry had told a friend in Townsville that there was no 
privacy on the island and they 'had no peace'.^* The 'harassing back-biting' of 
previous years had culminated in the circulation of vicious mmours and a 
stand-off situation where, in the case of the doctor and the Superintendent, all 
communication had ceased.^ ^ 
Hoffman described the doctor as 'a difficult man', 'inclined to be insulting ... 
when in drink'; and Palm Island, he said, was 'not a model settlement'. 
Ballard also described the doctor as having 'a very nasty disposition'.*° Curry 
was likewise described as bad-tempered, and his health condition meant that 
he, too, was prone to ill-effects from alcohol. At the Cameron Inquiry of 
March 1929, Curry had stated that he did not drink spirits because of 
'neuralgia of the cranial nerve from which I suffer'. Dr Pattison told the same 
investigation that he was treating Curry for this condition, administering 
injections of novocain to ease the pain in his head. The doctor added that 
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while Curry was supposed to rest after these injections, he would instead go 
straight back to work.*' 
Twelve months later, at the inquest, the doctor advised that on 1 December 
1929 he inquired after Curry's health, having heard he was ill, but the 
Superintendent had stated that he was 'alright'. Pattison added that after a 
feud with Curry on Christmas Day, the two no longer visited each other's 
homes and that all verbal communication soon ceased. Presumably, then, 
Curry was without medical treatment by the end of the year. Hoffman stated 
that after the Nevitt Inquiry of January 1930, Curry was sick for a week and 
confined to his home.*^ 
While the white staff had presented 'a fairly united front' before examining 
tribunals, by the late 1920s Curry, the Ballards and the doctor had increasingly 
resorted to physical combat to express their differences. This tendency 
reached serious proportions in the feud on Christmas Day. In the midst of the 
dispute over the supply of alcohol to residents, Curry's blows had knocked 
Pattison to the floor of his office, where he lay bleeding from the face and 
neck. The doctor alleged that Curry had also stood over him and kicked him 
in the head and shoulders. Mrs Pattison described her husband as suffering a 
'very pronounced nervous condition' as a result.*^ This was the administration 
which the subsequent Nevitt Inquiry described as displaying 'a high state of 
efficiency' - a management reflecting 'the greatest credit on all concemed'. 
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Despite the report's vindication of Curry, the Superintendent had become 
convinced that he would be transferred following the visit by Justice Nevitt. 
On the eve of the inquiry, Curry told Hoffman he was 'going to get the sack' 
and his manner afterwards was described as 'rather morose', 'solemn' and 
'despondent'.*" Nevitt had investigated accusations that Curry was interfering 
with Murri women and supplying alcohol to Murri residents. The report 
dismissed the former charge but sustained the latter. Witnesses to those 
charges were Dan Kyle and Charles Alley, the two men Curry subsequently 
imprisoned and then sought at the outset of his rampage. One of the girls 
released from the gaol by Hoffman had also been imprisoned by Curry for 
talking about the Superintendent 'carrying on with other girls in the settle-
ment'.*^ 
After Nevitt held Court, Curry had taken his revenge. On Saturday, 2 
Febmary, police told Alley he had to attend Curry's office at 10.(X) a.m. 
Alley testified to the inquest: 
When I walked into the office he handed me the Bible and said 
'Take an oath.' I said 'If it concems my evidence I have 
already given the magistrate I have no more to say Sir'. He said 
to me '14 days hard labour for contempt of Court'.** 
Dan Kyle was later advised to attend the office as well. In his own words: 
'As soon as I walked in Mr Curry said "This is a Court of Justice" ... and 
handed me the Bible and said "Take an oath"'. Kyle then asked what the 
charge was: 
*" Statement of Ellen Hazeldine to Inquest, QSA; Statement of Thomas 
Hoffman in Townsville Supreme Court Criminal Files, QSA; Daily 
Mirror. 19 June 1966. 
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With that he put the Bible down and charged me with bringing a 
bottle of wine onto Palm Island from Townsville when I went to 
town about 2 weeks before Christmas. He said 'If you take the 
punishment I give you Mr Nevitt cannot punish you because you 
have been punished already'.*' 
Curry was probably aiming to deflect Kyle's testimony that the Superintendent 
had supplied alcohol to Murri residents, an accusation upheld by Nevitt's 
inquiry. Moreover, both Kyle and Alley were sentenced to three days in the 
bam,** the Superintendent thereby being ensured of their whereabouts as well 
as exacting his revenge. Charles Alley went to the farm and from there he 
sent a messenger with a medical report up to Curry, in which Dr Pattison had 
recommended that Alley attend Townsville on Sunday night to obtain treatment 
for a malarial condition. According to Hoffman, Curry had already been 
annoyed with the doctor through the course of the week, when Pattison 
directed Alley be confined to light work. 
In addition, while Ralph Matthews attended Curry's house for tea on the 
evening of 2 Febmary, a note arrived from the doctor objecting to the 
imprisonment of one of the girls in the gaol behind Curry's home as she was 
pregnant and under medical treatment.*^ This sequence of events no doubt 
intensified the power stmggle in which Curry and Pattison had been engaged 
for a number of years. Murri residents were seemingly caught within the 
crossfire of the administrators' discord. 
Curry's fears of being transferred, while heightened by the Nevitt Inquiry, had 
existed for quite some time. Following the inquiry into the flogging of Rene 
Harvey, Home Secretary Gcdl had advised the Public Service Commission that 
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if reports of Curry's 'drunken habits' were tme, 'he should not remain on the 
island'.'" In April, 1929, Smith's Weekly described the flogging incident as 
'despicable and revolting' and argued that 'the time has arrived to clean Palm 
Island up thoroughly'. The report concluded: 'the first step should be Curry's 
dismissal'." It seems likely that Curry would have at least heard of this 
report, given the circulation of local news by residents in North Queensland, as 
well as Curry's repeated statements that he would take on the mission of 
'cleaning up' the island himself. 
When Agnes Curry became ill in November 1929, Curry told Ballard that he 
had been informed by Chief Protector Bleakley that he would have to leave the 
island 'if anything happened to her'.'^ Curry's fears of removal were also 
conveyed in a letter his daughter wrote to an Aunt; and, following the death of 
his wife Curry advised Hoffman that he had been 'offered a change to 
Thursday Island' and that 'if he ever got the sack he would clean this place 
up'.'^ 
Evidence given at the inquest suggests that Curry had an unhealthy attachment 
to the reserve and that his ego was threatened by the concept of removal. It 
was stated that Curry had come to regard Palm Island as his own personal 
property and even as an extension of himself. Hoffman testified: 'Mr Curry 
was absolutely wrapped up in the settlement. He said he would die here', 
while Ballard noted: 'Mr Curry practically regarded this settlement as a child 
of his brain'.'" 
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The fact that Curry was due to be removed has been noted by Palm Island's 
old people in their recollections of the events of Febmary 1930, and hence was 
presumably widely known around the settlement.'^ Moreover, older residents 
also state that Curry wemted to marry a Murri woman on the reserve, that 
other white officials as well as his own children refused to allow this to happen 
on racial grounds, and that Curry went 'really mad' as a result. While this 
aspect of the situation was not raised in the inquiries of 1930, it perhaps 
explains why some in North Queensland felt that 'none of the real undergoing 
issues came out'.'* 
Curry's actions had undoubtedly been premeditated. Rosie Dinduck had been 
employed to do the housework at Curry's home for three months prior to the 
incident in Febmary, She testified that on the Sunday moming of 2 Febmary 
Curry had told her 'that he was going to bum the place down'. At 10,00 a,m, 
Edna Curry had sent Rosie out to the verandah with a cup of tea for the 
Superintendent, who was typing some letters at the time. She told the inquest: 
He said 'I am going to bum down all the houses.' I said 'What 
for'. He said 'I am going to be transferred and I do not want to 
go and let somebody else come in and take the place after I have 
built it up.' He said 'I'll bum down all the places and go up 
and get the doctor and matron and get on the boat and go up to 
Hinchinbrook.' He said 'If a launch comes up there with the 
Police I am going up and blow up the launch too.' I said 'What 
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about Robbie and Edna'. He said 'I'll get them out of the road 
somehow'." 
Dinduck stated that she then began to cry and Curry told her to 'shut up' - 'If 
you tell anybody', he said, 'I will soon find out and you will be the first one I 
get.' Dinduck further stated that in the aftemoon Curry began cleaning his 
gun in the dining room. Edna brought Curry cartridges at his request: 'He 
said he was going down to the quarters to shoot two cats.''* 
Matthews the sawmiller had then arrived and Curry conversed with him on the 
verandah. The Superintendent took Matthews' weekly report and invited him 
to stay for dinner. Remaining at Curry's residence from 4.00 p.m. to 8.00 
p.m., Matthews testified that Curry 'had seemed to be in his normal senses', 
though he 'complained of the heat and the pain he had in his side'. 'The girl 
and boy', he stated, 'were very happy'." 
Curry left the house for about twenty minutes. Len Ballard testified that the 
Superintendent arrived at his home between 2.00 p.m. and 3.00 p.m. and told 
Mrs Ballard he had written a letter to Tmth newspaper conceming Palm 
Island. Mrs Ballard stated that when Curry told her this, she had laughed at 
him. Curry told Mr Ballard, 'In my own mind I have resigned.'*" 
The Superintendent had in fact drafted two letters - one to Chief Protector 
Bleakley and another to Tmth - both of which he gave to Henry Pedro to 
post, early on the evening of 2 Febmary. The letter to Tmth became Exhibit 
Five at the inquest and was published by the press on 9 Febmary. In it, the 
" Statement of Rosie Dinduck to Inquest, QSA. 
ibid. 
Statement of Ralph Matthews to Inquest, QSA, 
78 
79 
80 ibid,; Statement of Leonard Ballard to Inquest, QSA; Statement of 
Elizabeth Ballard in Townsville Supreme Court Criminal Files, QSA, 
151, 
Superintendent voiced a series of complaints against the administration. These 
included allegations that Hoffman had 'robbed the natives' of their football 
funds, and that after the row in Townsville with 'the Palm Island mob'. Gall 
had swom to 'certain men in town' that he would 'have his revenge' on Curry, 
'I am going to explain to you', wrote Curry, 'he has done so',*' 
Curry wrote of his conviction that Ballard and Pattison had been writing to 
Gall on the Home Secretary's request, stating the Superintendent was dmnk 
while on duty. The doctor was an 'Irish cad', wrote Curry, and his position 
on the island had been a political appointment, Curry questioned Pattison's 
medical competency and wrote with sarcasm: 'Since his reign here he has 
been assaulted by five of the Officials so you will judge by that he is of a quiet 
nature,' 
Curry's feelings of persecution seemed to have climaxed with the Nevitt 
Inquiry: 
The latest is some aboriginal wrote the Chief Protector, and a so 
called justice was sent up to inquire into these complaints. On 
arrival no trace could be found of the writer, but I had to stand 
up with no defence just treated like a dog. 
If a tram conductor called and told Gall anything he would go to 
any expense to get me. 
While the letter to Tmth evinces traces of paranoia on Curry's part, towards 
its conclusion feelings of fmstration and anger are also voiced conceming 
official negligence in the administration of reserves. 'I ask you', wrote Curry, 
'to force the Chief Protector to inspect the mission stations where they are 
starving'. He then cited the case of Mona Mona and alleged that the 
Superintendent there 'was forced to tum the natives bush' because 'he owed so 
much for stores', and that Murri residents sent to Mona Mona from Palm 
81 Tmth. 9 March 1930, p, 15, 
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'want to come back as they only got cocoa nuts to eat for dinner'. Probably 
referring to Labour's defeat in the 1929 election, Curry added: 'The change 
of Govemment has reduced the natives' rations and they even cut the tobacco 
down'. While the overall tone of the letter is both angry and threatening: 'I 
am going to get them and cause some worry and expense' - Curry's concluding 
note is one of defeat: 'I cannot carry on any longer, the odds are against 
me,'*2 
The letter to Bleakley became Exhibit Six at the inquest, and again Curry's 
words are full of fmstration and rage, coupled with feelings of persecution: 
Dear Mr Bleakley 
This will be the last letter that you will receive from me, 
and I must thank you and the heads of your department for the 
unjust treatment you have dealt out to me in the past,*^ 
Both letters indicate that the Govemment's decision to hold the Nevitt Inquiry 
had been not only a case of 'too little, too late', but was in fact so long 
overdue that it merely served as a catalyst to further abuse and destmction, 
Curry's sense of betrayal is evidenced in his repeated focus on Nevitt's 
investigations: 
,,, the attacks that have been made on me have been serious but 
nothing to the complaints that an aboriginal made and never 
signed his name, nevertheless it pleased the Home Secretary to 
have me tried I was not given a chance to defend myself and the 
man you sent took the abos side all through the case. I laid a 
complaint with regards Morecombe strikeingAlhe Dr but the 
matter was not gone into ... the Dr deserves all he gets. I was 
told by the so called visiting Justice I could lay no complaints 
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against Fantome as it wasn't my department, that goes to show 
things must go on unexposed 
While Curry's voice expresses anger and fmstration at the injustices of the 
reserve system, it is apparent that the source of his indignation is his own 
individual fate, his own feelings of persecution. The flogging of Rene Harvey 
and reports of his drinking habits clearly preyed upon his mind: 'when you 
have time go to your mission stations and see how the natives are getting 
starved. Ask the wowsers if they flog the girls', he charged, Curry's outrage 
was an attempt to rationalise his own role as the perpetrator of abuse. It seems 
designed to appease an uneasy conscience. 
Referring to his assault on Pattison, which the Home Secretary had viewed 'in 
a serious light', Curry wrote: 'yet when the house is sitting, members of the 
house call each other nasty names and even ask other members to come outside 
and take their coats off,' While there is clearly some tmth to the argument 
that Curry was only part of a much wider system of conflict,*" he was again 
seeking to rationalise his own role within it. Moreover, his concluding 
remarks speak of his impending retaliation and a desire for ultimate power 
through violence: 
I know Gall will miss the Dr (sic) at any rate he can send a 
wreath along as I am going to revenge those who have injured 
me, and I will make them cry for mercy. I am just as sane as 
you are so don't think other wise. 
Kind regards 
R.H. Curry 
84 For example, in the Parliamentary session in which the Curry case was 
discussed. Parliamentary members used the following terms to describe 
each other: 'liar', 'despicable liars', 'dirty cow', 'hypocrite', 'lowest 
creature in this Chamber', 'hired assassin', 'Nationalist jackass', 'rat', 
'fool' and 'you are off your head', Oueensland Parliamentary Debates. 
Vol CLV, (1930), p. 35. 
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At the conclusion of Cameron's inquest, Tmth argued that 'The magisterial 
inquiry has disclosed sufficient to make it clear that nothing less than a Royal 
Commission can supply the answer to the questions involved' in the Palm 
Island tragedy.*^ Calls for a full investigation were ignored, however, the 
Cabinet meeting on the issue in April concluding with a statement from the 
Attomey General that it had been decided instead to institute prosecutions. 
The Police Commissioner's office was advised of the extent of conclusions that 
the Moore Govemment had drawn from pemsal of the Cameron depositions: 
'It appears from the evidence that the aboriginal Peter Pryor fired the shot 
from the shot gun that killed Robert Henry Curry. He will therefore be 
charged with murder.'** 
While both Hoffman and Pattison were also to be charged - in their cases, with 
procuring to kill - Peter Pryor was the first arrested. On 17 April 1930, 
Detective Maloney left for Palm Island. At around midday, he and Pryor were 
aboard the Magneta off Palm Island when the detective advised him that 
Brisbane authorities had decided to charge him with murder. At the hearing 
on 30 April, Maloney stated that at this point he wamed Pryor, 'that anything 
he said might be later used as evidence against him'. Appearing on Pryor's 
behalf, T. Daly interjected: 'You were a bit late with your waming, weren't 
you?'*' 
Before G.A. Cameron again, Pryor stated that he had woken on the night of 2 
Febmary to the screams of children from the dormitory, and on seeing the fire 
and explosions went to get his mother from the hospital. 'Mr Hoffman told 
me when I reported to him', he stated, 'to go down to the bandhouse and to 
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shoot if Curry had any firearms about him'. Pryor stated he was 'certain that 
my shot hit him first'.** While Pryor's testimony was consistent with other 
evidence given, and while he freely admitted to his actions, the testimonies of 
both Hoffman and Pattison were in contradiction to the reports of other 
witnesses and seem to have been designed to deflect their own culpability in 
the events leading to Curry's death. 
Depositions from the inquest were forwarded to the hearings. Amongst them 
was a statement from sawmiller Matthews conceming events after Curry's 
departure in the Rita: 'Mr Hoffman told a number of boys to spread 
themselves along the beach. He said "You have your guns, don't let him land. 
Make sure of him"'. He stated Hoffman told him he had given the Murris 
firearms and ammunition. Caesar Anning's statement conceming this period 
on the moming of 3 Febmary noted of Hoffman: 'He told me to go down to 
the beach and try and stop Mr Curry from coming in'. Anning reported that 
the Assistant Superintendent gave him a pea rifle and four bullets: 'He said to 
shoot him.'*' 
Harold Conway's evidence to the hearings confirmed that Hoffman directed 
Caesar Anning to shoot Curry. Conway further reported that Hoffman had 
said he would stand responsible, Ellison Obah and Jimmy Harvey also gave 
corroborative evidence,'" Hoffman, however, denied these claims: 'I did not 
give any instmction to shoot deceased in the event of his coming to the island. 
They said "We're not going to let him through". I said "Alright then"'. 
When questioned by Detective Maloney: 'Peter Pryor tells me you told him to 
shoot if Curry had any firearms', Hoffman replied: 'No. I told them not to 
** ibid. 
^ Statements of Ralph Matthews cmd Caesar Anning to Inquest, QSA. 
^ Statement of Harold Conway in Townsville Supreme Court Criminal 
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let him through and gave them firearms to protect themselves.' Hoffman 
would even suggest that Murri residents had been instmcting him: 'The boys 
said give us the rifles and you look after the women and kiddies.'" 
Elizabeth Ballard told the hearings that Hoffman had ordered the Murris 
grouped outside Davison's house to shoot or spear Curry and that a short while 
after she heard him say: 'Look, boys, I'll give one pound to the first one who 
does it.' Aubrey Walsh confirmed the offer of a monetary reward, as did 
Ellison Obah, Caesar Anning, Clive Beckett and Jimmy Harvey. Hoffman 
denied these allegations.'^ 
Colin Stevens had also confirmed these claims, stating that at the time he 
called out: 'How will we get on if we do that?', to which Hoffman replied 
that he 'would stand responsible'. Moreover, in what the press described as 
'sensational evidence' to the hearings, Stevens told the court that Hoffman had 
approached him behind the Palm Island store after the inquest had been 
completed, and that Hoffman had said to him: 'What is this I hear about 
you're mbbing the dirt into me?'. Stevens stated he had asked 'Why?' and 
that Hoffman replied: 'You said I was at the bottom of shooting Curry'. The 
Murri resident then told the Assistant Superintendent he would answer no 
questions unless they went before 'the boss'. At Comelius O'Leary's office, 
Hoffman repeated his initial claim against Stevens before the Acting 
Superintendent, and Stevens replied: 
You sent the boys down there and told them you would give 
them a pound each. I am the bloke who asked you what would 
happen if we did and you said you would stand responsible. Mr 
Hoffman said 'I know this but that's all dead and gone.''^ 
91 
92 
93 
Statement of Thomas Hoffman to Inquest, QSA; Brisbane Courier. 7 
May 1930, p. 20. 
Sydney Moming Herald. 3 May 1930, p. 15. 
North Oueensland Register. 10 May 1930, p. 24. 
157. 
Dr Pattison's testimony also contradicted the evidence given by Matthews, 
Jimmy Harvey, Peter Pryor, Clive Beckett and Ellison Obah. These men 
stated that Pattison had provided bullets and guns and had instmcted the Murris 
present at his residence on 3 Febmary to try to shoot Curry. Both Matthews 
and Pryor stated that Pattison gave a specific order to 'shoot him in the guts'.'" 
Yet the doctor testified: 
I did not give a rifle or cartridges to the boys on the moming 
that I was lying wounded at my house.... I have no recollection 
of telling them where they could get the rifle or cartridges. I 
have no recollection of instmcting the boys. 
Questioned by Mr Townley: 'Did you at any time upon that day counsel 
anybody to shoot Curry?', the doctor replied: 'I did not'. When Mrs Pattison 
was asked if she saw her husband give guns or had heard him tell the men to 
shoot Curry she replied on both occasions: 'I prefer not to answer that 
question.' Dr Taylor submitted to the hearings that the doctor had lost so 
much blood that this 'would cause his mind to wander' and he 'would not be 
an active agent' in the situation: 'The patient at times would possibly say 
things for which he could not be held responsible.''^ Acting for Pattison, JP 
Quinn attempted to use racism to defend his client, arguing that testimonies 
from the Palm Islanders could not be taken as tmth: 'He submitted these 
aboriginal witnesses were unworthy, and would say anything they were 
expected to say.''* 
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Following the hearings, Peter Pryor was confined to Stewart Creek prison on 
remand until August 11, on which date he was committed for trial on the 
charge of murder. Thomas Hoffman, also committed for trial on that date, 
was released on bail. Pattison was also released on bail, and despite the 
evidence of four Murri witnesses and one white man, all of whom outlined 
specific instmctions by the doctor to shoot Curry on 3 Febmary, the Attomey-
General had decided by June not to file an indictment on the doctor." 
Moreover, while the white witness, Elizabeth Ballard, would be reimbursed for 
her hotel expenses incurred while she was required in Townsville, the Murri 
witnesses, Clive Beckett, Caesar Anning, Jimmy Harvey, Keith Walsh, Harold 
Conway and Colin Stevens, were kept in the Townsville watchhouse. For a 
period of three weeks they were treated as virtual prisoners, while the Palm 
Islanders, Eli and Billy Donaldson, were also confined to the watchhouse for a 
period of eight days. Peter Pryor was meanwhile imprisoned in Stewart Creek 
gaol for a period of four months.'* 
Charges against Pryor and Hoffman were finally heard in the Supreme Court's 
criminal sittings on 14 August 1930. The hearing commenced before a 
crowded gallery and a Crown jury; the court was presided over by Justice R.J. 
Douglas. B.A. Ross appeared as Crown Prosecutor. Ross opened the 
Crown's case with a brief summation of events on 3 Febmary, noting to the 
court that Hoffman had distributed arms to Murri residents and given 
instmctions to shoot Curry on his retum to Palm from Curacoa Island. The 
shot which proved fatal was from 'the species of weapon' in Pryor's 
possession at the time." 
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As Ross began to call witnesses. Justice Douglas asked: 'Is that all you are 
going to prove Mr Ross?'. Ross argued that he would divulge 'many more 
facts' to which the Judge replied that he had read the depositions. 'Presuming 
that Hoffman shot Curry himself, he asked, 'would he not be justified in 
doing so?': 
Mr Ross: Well your Honour, is it for me to say? 
His Honour: What is your personal opinion? 
Mr Ross: Personally, I think he would have been 
justified. 
His Honour: Well, is the prosecution proceeding 
because Curry was shot down by a black 
man and not a white man? 
Justice Douglas then advised that he would tell the jury: 'that if a man 
attacked a community such as Curry did that community would be justified in 
defending itself. He further noted that 'if the jury convicted', the case 'would 
be set aside by a Court of Criminal Appeal'. On receipt of this information, 
Ross stated that 'it would be a waste of time to proceed any further. I'll enter 
a nolle prosequi.' The Judge responded: 'I think it's the best thing you can 
do; I don't think the bill should have ever been filed.""" Hoffman and Pryor 
were subsequently acquitted and discharged. 
Following the remcU"ks of Justice Douglas, press reports of the Palm Island 
court cases tumed decidedly against the Govemment's decision to prosecute. 
The Townsville Evening Star's position shifted from one of apparent neutrality 
to scathing editorial condemnation, in which the Govemment's legal actions 
were 'inexplicable' and the prosecution had 'most unfairly harassed innocent 
people who had already suffered severely', as well as putting 'the country to 
considerable unnecessary expense'. Where Tmth had argued in Febmary that 
100 Townsville Evening Star. 14 August 1930, in Home Secretary's 
Department General correspondence, QSA, HOM/J791, No 7498; Daily 
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the facts of the events should be 'cleaned up and punishment meted out', by 
August Tmth declared the court hearings a 'Travesty of Judicial Wisdom', a 
result of the 'Department's Stupid Bungling', a case of 'When Justice Was 
Blind'.'"' 
Throughout the period from the time of Curry's rampage to the final court 
hearing, the press had predominantly focused upon Curry's feud with the 
doctor in explaining the background to 3 Febmary. Other issues given 
significant attention were Curry's fear of transfer, his family circumstances, 
and the consumption of alcohol by white officials on the island. These factors 
were purported to account for Curry's demented condition, described as 'hate-
crazed', 'maniacal' and 'stark mad'.'"^ 
The only voice to have raised Curry's military involvement in World War I, in 
relation to his mental state, seems to have been that of Henry Adam Bmce, the 
Member for the Kennedy electorate in which Palm Island was situated. Three 
months after the trial in August, Bmce raised 'the Palm Island tragedy' under 
the debate on Supply, where he condemned the Govemment's prosecution case 
as 'idiotic'. Bleakley, he said, had 'shut his eyes' to Bmce's representations to 
the Home Secretary the previous year, in which he called for a full inquiry 
into the reserve. At the time of the flogging of Rene Harvey, Bmce told the 
House, 'the late Superintendent was showing signs of insanity'. He added: 
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We cannot blame the man. I understand that he was a retumed 
soldier, and, unfortunately like many of those who did their duty 
to their country and went through the horrors of war, he became 
mentally affected.'"^ 
While Curry's war record provides no evidence either of shell shock or 
mustard gassing, his position as a retumed serviceman deserves consideration 
in relation to events on 3 Febmary. In this context, Curry represents one of at 
least hundreds of disturbed Queensland men in the inter-war period. Judith 
Allen's recent research into inter-war gender relations notes that 'few survived 
the First World War psychologically unscathed'.'"" The Anzacs had not been 
resocialised for civilian life and many continued to operate with the mentality 
of a people still in combat. 
Raymond Evans has documented the mounting, organised and extensive mob 
violence of retumed servicemen in post-war Queensland, providing a multitude 
of graphic examples of anti-German vengeance and also of actions in which 
war veterans saw themselves as the 'purgers of evil' in general. Evans notes a 
'vindictive atmosphere' prevailing at gatherings of the retumed servicemen's 
league, with 'threats of force and violence' part of 'the vocabulary of the 
league's officials'. The league, writes Evans, 'seemed to be less concemed 
with securing social calm than with hamessing conflict towards its own 
ends.""^ 
At the more personalised level, Evans cites war correspondent Philip Gibbs' 
reference to the 'queer moods and queer tempers' of retumed men, while 
Judith Allen documents the over-representation of ex-servicemen in inter-war 
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court cases involving the murder of women. 'The privacy of family life', 
writes Allen, 'concealed ... insomnia, irritability, black moods, temper fits, 
spells of depression, social withdrawal, and various sexual difficulties'. She 
further records of the 'more serious end of the continuum ... hallucinosis, 
confusional psychosis, paranoid delusions and even psychopathic sadism'. 
While official quarters were 'loathe to provoke' their volatile natures, and 
judicial leniency was the trend in criminal proceedings against them: 
Ex servicemen indulged in violent and dismption behaviour in 
public places boasting of being beyond the reach of law and 
order. They rioted, imbibed excessive amounts of alcohol and 
lounged menacingly around the streets to the alarm of 
authorities.'"* 
In this context Curry's attack of mania on 3 Febmary 1930 can be anchored in 
an historical setting of this 'crisis in Australian masculinity distinct to the inter-
war period'.'"' While there is no official evidence that Curry suffered from 
combat-induced trauma, he was certainly steeped in the predominantly 
masculinist culture of retumed servicemen, and the insomnia, headaches, 
alcoholism, melancholia and the obsession with weaponry and force evidenced 
in Allen's research are all suggested of the Palm Island Superintendent in the 
various sources describing his reign on the island. 
There is substantial evidence that Curry was a heavy drinker, and while 
Pattison's testimony that he treated the Superintendent for 'delirium 
treme-ns'*"* needs to be considered with caution, Curry's appointment as 
Inspector of Fisheries from 1919'"' did allow him access to mm supplies from 
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fishing luggers which anchored at Palm. Moreover, records kept by Gall of 
telephone conversations he held with Hamilton conceming Palm Island's 
Superintendent detail allegations that Curry had an extensive history of 
dmnkenness and violent behaviour. 
On 9 July 1930 Gall recorded that Hamilton called and informed him Curry 
was frequently dmnk on the island and in Townsville, as well as in Mackay 
where he allegedly was 'drinking with blacks ... stopped the train by pulling or 
cutting communication cord on that trip'. On 11 July Gall noted Hamilton 
called again and stated Curry had bought mm from Japanese luggers on Palm 
Island, and that he had taken a female Murri resident down to the Northem 
Rivers area of New South Wales. There he allegedly bought a car from a man 
named McKenzie, ran over a girl and killed her. 'Entered into an arrangement 
to pay £700 to stop any inquiry'."" 
While these comments, unofficial and unconfirmed, could be regarded as 
evidence of a character assassination on the part of Gall and/or Hamilton, any 
evidence of alcoholism is significant in the context of Curry's neuralgia. As 
he himself had testified at the 1929 inquiry into his flogging of Rene Harvey, 
the use of novocain for his medical condition supposedly precluded Curry from 
drinking spirits.'" 
In addition, Curry would frequently sit on the steps of his home and clean his 
rifle, and residents were reportedly 'used to the flashing of firearms by the 
Superintendent'."^ Palm Island resident Jack Sibley states that Curry would 
often go down to the beach with a .303 rifle to shoot at seagulls, while another 
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informant recalls Curry shooting at whales from boats in the bays of the island. 
Silas Pryor recalls that the Superintendent was known throughout the 
settlement as 'a crack shooter'."^ 
Len Ballard testified to the inquest that two years before the events of Febmary 
1930 Curry told him that he would take Gall and Bleakley 'out in the motor 
car and put them over the rocks', and that 'he would shoot anybody that 
reported him'. As Superintendent, Curry had no doubt become accustomed to 
dispensing his own justice and this, combined with his war experience, 
explains his threatening behaviour towards his assistant in the Christmas period 
of 1929. 'I was paid to shoot bloody Germans like you', he told Hoffman, 
'and I'll get you'."" 
Moreover, all of the leading white officials on the island - Ballard, Hoffman, 
Pattison and Curry - had served in the First World War in various capacities, 
and their sense of male pride seems to have been very much entwined with 
notions of ANZAC valour. This was the cmcial feature of Australian 
nationalism in the 1920s, with historians promoting the concept that the 
Gallipoli debacle was the baptism of the nation. The ANZAC war hero was 
elevated to the pinnacle of the national pantheon, with masculinist values of 
physical prowess, bravery in battle, strength and virility enshrined as the 
essence of Australia's cultural identity."^ 
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The national ethos of white Australia was in this sense underpinned with 
orchestrated violence, and in 1927 ANZAC Day became a national holiday 
with remembrance marches held throughout the country. Palm Island in the 
1920s was the target of some of the military fervour, with navy warships 
anchoring in the bays and firing at the rocks of its coves for weapon 
practice."* Within the militaristic, institutionalised setting of the reserve, the 
island's white officials increasingly resorted to physical violence when airing 
their differences. This had been the case in the feud between the reserve's 
storekeeper and the doctor in 1929, empting when Pattison accused Ballard of 
never having served at Gallipoli. When the storekeeper produced his discharge 
slip, Pattison was forced to apologise."' 
Curry seems to have convinced those around him that he was something of a 
war hero. Press reports and oral histories argue that the Superintendent had 
served as a Light Horseman at Gallipoli and in the field cutillery in the Sinai, 
and that he had received an arm injury while in battle. These records suggest 
that Curry had perhaps constmcted a mythical past, since official war archives 
show that Curry did not enlist until October 1915, five months after the initial 
Gallipoli landing, and he served with the Remounts Unit in Egypt, breaking-in 
difficult horses and training them for military service. His only recorded 
injury was a 'mildly cmshed foot'."* 
As a stockman Curry joined with other horse breakers, while blacksmiths, 
saddlers and farriers formed the rest of the Eighth Squadron of the Second 
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Remount Unit. Men selected for the Remounts tended to be those who were 
middle aged or unfit for active service. Testimonies from Palm Islanders 
argued that Curry could not bend his right arm."' Since he was only 29 at the 
time of his enlistment, it seems likely that the deformity to his right arm had 
existed prior to his enrolment with the Remounts and had classed him with the 
unfit. Curry's foo-f injury occurred in September 1916 and he was retumed to 
Australia in October, during the period in which the Remount Unit was 
reduced to only two squadrons following orders from the War Office. Curry 
was discharged from the Australian Imperial Force on 13 December 1916.'^" 
Historian Susan Bmgger records that 'initial admiration' of Australian troops in 
Egypt: 
... soon gave way to disillusionment as instances of 
dmnkenness, riotous behaviour and brothel crawling mounted 
up. Intoxicated Australian soldiers wandered in a stupor for 
days through the Cairo streets, picked fights with each other in 
public places or attacked civilians ... rates of venereal infection 
were appallingly high.'^' 
While it is not possible to determine whether Curry was specifically involved 
in any of these incidents, Bmgger's account can be taken as a description of 
Curry's social milieu while stationed in Egypt. 
But while Curry's background in World War I and the approving climate 
regarding violence may explain something of his destmctive behaviour on 3 
Febmary, the actual form of his rampage provides more graphic evidence of 
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his condition. Curry's actions at this time were those of a man at war. His 
attack was planned and his weaponry compiled in advance. About a fortnight 
before Curry's explosion of reserve properties, Hoffman had noticed the 
disappearance of arsenic and two packets of gelignite from the store. When he 
questioned the Superintendent, Curry retumed only one packet of explosives.'^ ^ 
On Saturday, 1 Febmary, Curry had a case of kerosene sent to his home and 
on the moming of 2 Febmary he had Henry Pedro assist him to shift two 
dynamite cases and food supplies to the Esme. Curry told launch attendant 
Hamilton he was getting it ready for Monday, when he would take a dinghy 
over to Lucinda Point for a man called Stubbs. The same reasoning was given 
to Hoffman when he inquired about the pile of medical aids, benzine, 
explosives, rifle and cartridges he saw inside the store on the same Sunday 
moming.'^ ^ 
On the moming after the tragedy. Detective Maloney and Constable Daly 
accompanied Hoffman to the Rita. What they found on board reads like the 
rations of a soldier engaged in a military campaign: 6 cases of benzine, 1 bag 
of sugar and 1 bag of rice, 4 packets of tea, 4 pounds of butter, 21 tins of 
luncheon beef, 12 tins of dripping, 1 loaf of bread, 1 packet of biscuits, 
medicines and dressings, 3 razors, a Winchester rifle, 2 packets and 3 plugs of 
gelignite, 1 box of detonators, 2 pieces of fuse, 2 boxes of Winchester 
cartridges, 4 packets of .303 cartridges and 43 loose revolver bullets.'^" 
Curry's single handed attack on the island involved buming out 'the village', 
an action somewhat reminiscent of the Second Light Horse Brigade's campaign 
'^ ^ Statement of Thomas Hoffman in Townsville Supreme Court Criminal 
Files, QSA. 
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in Egypt.'^ ^ Some of his body language in the course of the rampage was also 
militaristic, particularly the way he had leapt from Pattison's verandah and his 
waving of a white flag from the top of the Rita, as if signalling military 
withdrawal from the region. Before returning to Palm, Curry had surveyed his 
target from the mountain summit of Curacoa Island. 
In marching up the beach fully armed and in full view of the Palm Islanders' 
rifle range, Curry faced an ambush akin to the ANZAC predicament at 
Gallipoli. Both Bleakley and the Assistant Under-Secretary of the Home 
Department, CE. Chuter, later advised the joumalist H.S. Rodie of their 
mutual opinion that in 'walking up the beach and waiting where he must have 
realised he was under observation', Curry had 'framed his own execution'.'^* 
It seems feasible to speculate, given his demented condition at the time, that 
Curry was at this point engaging in a fantasised re-enactment of war-time 
combat, with himself in the role of the heroic soldier he liked to claim to have 
been. 
His friends had said of Curry that he was 'a rough diamond' and 'as straight as 
a gun barrel','^' a description alarmingly appropriate to the conclusion of his 
reign. Yet Curry's associates on the island were also part of a culture of 
violence, adherents to the values of masculinism linked inextricably to notions 
of military force. In the course of the inquest, white staff recounted numerous 
threats of violence on Curry's part, dismissing his stated intentions as 'a 
joke'.''* 
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The Febmary incident thus reflects upon the calibre of recmits to the 
administration of reserves in Queensland. The department was afforded a low 
status in the public service generally, and standards of skill or qualification for 
officialdom seem to have been minimal. An ex-nurse of both Fantome and 
Palm Islands states that 'in the main, as far as I could see, it was an easy way 
of making a living for people who hadn't succeeded on the mainland'."' 
The theme of conflict mns steadily throughout the Curry period, its residue of 
unresolved tensions festering into poison by 1930. This was particularly so in 
the relationship between the Superintendent and the doctor, over whom Curry 
had no control as regards departmental authority. Pattison, on the other hand, 
had superseding control over residents where their health became his concem, 
and he also had control over Curry's medication. 
While Gall suggested Curry suffered a 'persecution complex''^" there were 
those like Thomas Nimmo, the member for Oxley, who believed the 
Superintendent had been 'spied upon at every tum' and eventually 'hounded to 
death'. While Nimmo pointed the Legislative Assembly towards the doctor as 
the source of the problem, Henry Bmce replied that Curry's reactions to the 
medical officer were indicative of his insanity: 
The Home Secretary knows, I know and most people know, that 
there was an officer on Palm Island with whom Mr Curry was 
in continual conflict ... Nobody can suggest to me that, if a 
person is normal in the general sense, he can be driven insane 
by outside influences. If that were so, then the workers of 
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Queensland would be driven insane by the present 
govemment.'^' 
Curry's sociopathic behaviour seems to have resulted from a myriad of factors, 
with his neuralgia, exacerbated by alcohol consumption, of obvious 
significance. In addition, it is likely that Curry experienced some symptoms of 
withdrawal from the novocain medication which ceased to be provided by Dr 
Pattison after their feud on Christmas Day. Abdomen pain, muscle ache, 
insomnia and restlessness, all symptomatic of withdrawal from narcotic 
analgesics,'^ ^ were described by witnesses as features of Curry's physical 
condition in the weeks leading up to the tragedy.'" This unhealthy physical 
and mental state was compounded by Curry's excessive alcohol intake, a factor 
which alone can lead to violent outcomes. 
W.A. Lishman's Organic Psychiatry examines alcohol-induced psychosis, 
noting that intoxication is a potential trigger to 'irrational and combative 
behaviour ... uncontrollable rage and excitement, leading to destmctive actions 
against other persons and property.' Periods of 'strain or great exhaustion' are 
also held responsible for these consequences.'^ Curry's familial 
circumstances, the economic squeeze on reserves induced by the Depression 
and the Moore Govemment's austerity measures, the frictions between white 
staff and Curry's belief that he would soon be dismissed through their 
conspiracy, provided the ingredients for his entering the late stages of severe 
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stress breakdown. The experience of a 'territorial' threat'^ ^ was especially 
significant if Curry was in fact involved with a Murri woman resident on the 
reserve, and entertaining ideas of marriage. The combination of all these 
factors seems to provide a more feasible explanation of the Curry rampage 
than Henry Bmce's pronouncement that the Superintendent was affected by 
'the horrors of war'. 
Despite the public attention to Curry's rampage in 1930 - the incident was 
reported even as far afield as the French press - the events of 3 Febmary have 
remained something of a hidden chapter in Queensland history. Both Church 
and Govemment records would later refer surreptitiously to 'the Palm Island 
tragedy' without mention of Curry's name or of the events in question.'^ * 
Others would leave somewhat distorted records, relying upon the kinds of 
unsubstantiated mmours which had helped to infest the island with friction. 
Alexander Crosby Brown, for example, recorded that a few months after the 
ship Chances left Palm Island in 1929, he and the crew heard the 'gmesome 
report' that Curry had 'leapt from his bed' one night, 'seized a carving knife' 
and murdered his wife and children, before mshing out to sea where he 
drowned himself.'-" 
Certainly departmental inaction had resulted in the unnecessary waste of life in 
Febmary 1930. As the Daily Standard reported, the Home Department was 
familiar with Curry's 'outbreaks of madness' and 'drinking bouts' as a result 
of three inquiries in previous years.'^ * Indeed, if anyone had been 'protected' 
135 
136 
137 
138 
See William Wilkie, Understanding Stress Breakdown (Richmond, 
Greenhouse Publications, 1985), p. 29. 
Report ... for the Year 1930, p. 894; 'The Palm Islands Settlement and 
St Anne's Catholic Mission', Townsville, James Cook University, 
North Queensland Vertical File, No 13, p. 7. 
Alexander Crosby Brown, Horizon's Rim (Mead, Dodd, 1935), p. 59. 
Daily Standard. 7 Febmary 1930, p. 1. 
172. 
by the operations of the department, it had been the Superintendent whose 
insanity was covered by the bureaucracy's reluctant and secretive responses to 
reports of abuse. Bleakley, in particular, seemed unwilling to oust the 
Superintendent whom he had initially recommended for the post, as a 'strictly 
sober' man, 'possessed of initiative and energy', with a 'keen, kindly interest' 
in the reserve.'^' 
If Curry's breakdown had been the result of a multitude of factors, it is equally 
evident that the events of 3 Febmary had witnessed the convergence of a 
multitude of historical ironies. While Curry's role as Superintendent 
frequently involved the removal of Murri residents to other reserves, without 
notice or the chance of appeal, the threat of Curry himself experiencing this 
fate had sent the man berserk. Equally ironic was the fact that white staff on 
Palm Island worked to suppress traditional Murri practices, described as 
'barbaric and savage', in favour of their own cultural rituals, which they 
regarded as 'christian and ethical'. Yet it was on Christmas Day - the 
European time of 'goodwill to all' - that the Curry Pattison conflict had 
reached extremely violent proportions. And while every effort was made on 
the reserve to suppress traditional Murri methods of conflict resolution, 
especially the practice of pay-back spearings, in the course of Curry's 
subsequent combat with white officials, Hoffman, as Acting Superintendent, 
had asked Murri residents to resort to spearing Curry in order to halt the 
rampage! 
In the aftermath of the trial in August, the Govemment forced both Dr Pattison 
and Thomas Hoffman to resign. Len Ballard was transferred to Barambah, 
Albert Morecombe was suspended for dmnkenness and later resigned, while 
'^' Chief Protector Bleakley, Letter to Home Secretary's Office, 31 May 
1918, in Home Secretary's Department, General Correspondence, QSA, 
HOM/J762, No 4892. 
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Comelius O'Leary was placed in charge as Acting Superintendent.'"" The 
post-Curry era on Palm Island would witness a white regime administering 
punitive methods of control with even greater intensity, and the parody of 
'protectionism' would be increasingly evident to Murri residents of the reserve. 
This chapter of Palm Island history should not close without reference to 
current media reports labelling Palm as 'Danger Island'.'"' For if Palm was 
ever a dangerous place to be, this was never tmer than on 3 Febmary 1930. It 
is testimony to the depth of understanding and forgiveness in Murri 
perspectives, that older residents today voice their compassion for Robert 
Curry and acknowledge the intense pressures he was under at the time of his 
breakdown. 
Current media reports of alcoholism and violence in the Palm community today 
beg the question of where this behaviour was leamed. Moreover, if Curry's 
violent rampage was to a large extent the outcome of a personal identity crisis 
- related to his war service, his family circumstances and his career - then it is 
equally tme that Curry administered a system which enforced dispossession, 
dependency, alienation and hence identity crises upon hundreds of Murri 
residents. The effects of this history are felt today. The Laguna Pueblo/Sioux 
writer, Paula Gunn Allen, writes of this process: 
Colonization does not, after all, affect people only economically. 
More fundamentally, it affects a people's understanding of their 
universe, their place within that universe, the kinds of values 
they must embrace and actions they must make to remain safe 
and whole within that universe. In short, colonization alters 
140 General Register of Letters, Home Secretary's Office, HOM/B76, 28 
June 1930, Nos 2882, 3921, 3962, 6451; HOM/J769, 2 Febmary 1930, 
No 3392; HOM/J787, 21 June 1930, No 6451; HOM/J792, 5 
September 1930, No 7684; HOM/J797, 13 October 1930, No 8783. 
'"' Weekend Australian. 19-20 October 1991, p. 1. 
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both the individual's and the group's sense of identity. Loss of 
identity is a major dimension of alienation, and when severe 
enough it can lead to individual and group death.'"' 
'"' Paula Gunn Allen, The Sacred Hoop (Boston, Beacon Press, 1986), p. 
90. 
CHAPTER 5 
Many Superintendents' Time 
We had Ceravite every moming... But that Ceravite was all fulla 
gmbs. And this man would come over with a strap over his 
shoulder, and if we didn't eat that he'd lash us, 'cross the back. 
So we used to get this and put it in our mouth ... till he got right 
up the other end... We'd spit it back in the plate. You know. It 
was really sickening... We were really hungry. 
Ivy Sam, describing dormitory life. 
Palm Island, during the Depression 
years.' 
On this ideal settlement .,. the natives are well cared for... They 
are happy... Smiling faces are everywhere. 
National Eucharistic Congress, 
Melboume, 1934.^  
The period from 1930 to the early 1950s witnessed a high tumover of Superin-
tendents controlling the reserve on Palm Island. Records also reveal an enormous 
discrepancy in these years, between official Govemment and Church reports of 
the island, and oral recollections from Murri residents who lived through this era. 
While the former speak of material well-being and the 'carefree happy life' 
ABC Radio Tapes, Palm Island. Part 1 (ABC Social History Unit, 1989). 
J. Murphy and F. Moynihan (eds), 'The National Eucharist Congress, 
Melboume, December 2-9, 1934' (Melboume) Advocate. 1936, p. 199. 
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enjoyed by 'inmates',^ those on whose behalf the reports were written tell of the 
hardship of the Depression, the dislocation brought by World War Two, the 
overcrowding resulting from intensive use of the island for confinement purposes 
and the incessant interference and control of administrators and police. Amongst 
the emerging voices from a handful of white critics of the reserve, there echoes 
a note of demoralisation on the part of staff, wrought by the poor nutrition and 
ill health of residents and an escalating loss of life. Indeed, in the context of a 
death rate of 60 per thousand in the early 1930s", it would seem that merely 
surviving this period of Palm Island history was a major achievement. 
While in 1935 the Home Secretary, E.M. Hanlon advised the Courier Mail that 
'Outstanding work was being done for the aborigines in Queensland'^, much of 
this activity seems to have consisted of removing Murris to reserves and from one 
reserve to another. Removals peaked after 1933, with more than one thousand 
occurring in the Depression years of 1934 to 1938.* Palm Island, the largest of 
the Govemment reserves, felt the impact most severely. Hanlon's definition of 
the island as a 'place to send natives who are difficult to deal with'' allowed wide 
scope for the reserve's reception of vast numbers of exiles from the mainland. 
J.W. Bleakley, The Aboriginal Problem in Queensland (Typescript held 
by Department of Family Services and Aboriginal and Islander Affairs, 
Brisbane, 1937) p. 17. See also Home Secretary E.M, Hanlon in Courier 
Mail. 2 May 1935, p, 19; 'Reports upon the Operations of Certain Sub-
Departments of the Home Secretary's Department for the Year 1931', 
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Commissioner L.F. Wyvill, of the recent Royal Commission into Aboriginal 
Deaths in Custody, has summarised the multiple functions assigned to Palm Island 
in this period: 
As an Aboriginal settlement. Palm Island has to cope with many 
problems, more so than other settlements, because it was used for 
many purposes: a detention centre, training centre and old 
people's home, a service centre for the infectious diseases hospital 
on nearby Fantome Island and a regional holding centre for the 
mentally ill.* 
In the years immediately following the Curry episode, overcrowding and food 
supply problems were exacerbated by the Govemment's stringent Depression 
measures and the emphasis upon reserves producing their own funds. These 
difficulties formed the backdrop to a continuation of intemal bickering amongst 
white staff and what the Department's Under-Secretary, W.J. Gall described in 
1931 as 'a general feeling of mistmst' pervading relationships on the island. 
Gall's comments followed his inquiries into an incident in which the Superint-
endent, Edward Amold Comell, had engaged in a physical scuffle with a Murri 
resident. The Palm Islander in question had participated in the ambush of Curry 
in the previous year. Although the Superintendent had been the aggressor. Gall 
recorded fears that Comell would 'probably be murdered'.' Inspector Loch 
of Townsville who took the resident into custody advised the local Anglican 
Bishop of the evident anxiety amongst white staff on Palm Island. They were, he 
said, 'absurdly nervous and always on their toes'. '" 
Commissioner L.F. Wyvill, 'Report of the Inquiry into the Death of 
Vincent Roy Ryan', Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 
(Canberra, AGP, 1991), pp. 6-7. 
W.J. Gall, Memorcmdum, Impressions of Palm Island, 
June 1931, Gall Collection. Fryer Library, MSS 43/D/256. 
10 Letter from Bishop Feetham, Letter to E.R. Gribble, 15 July 1931, 
Gribble Papers. AIAS, MS 1515, Box 10, Item 54. 
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Despite Premier Moore's assertion to the Queensland press that 'everything was 
in a good state' on Palm Island, Home Department reports noted the 'disturbed 
state' of Murri residents in the aftermath of the tragedy and the presence of white 
staff who were 'not assisting the native to forget'." Gall recorded that 'nothing 
of any importance' had been done in the twelve months following Curry's death 
and noted of his discussions with the launch attendant: 'Hamilton apprehensive 
that there will be most serious trouble on the Island if different methods are not 
observed.''^ Three months after Gall's visit Dr Raphael Cilento, then Director 
of the Division of Tropical Hygiene for Queensland, wrote to his wife conceming 
his inspection of the island. 'Since Curry's death there have been many changes 
but no ease' he wrote, and 'there will be an even greater tragedy I fear unless 
something happens to correct things.''^ 
Feelings of uneasiness and mistmst were also evidenced in the number of escapes 
from the island. Following his inspection of the reserve in 1932, G.D. Bradbury, 
accountant for the Home Secretary's Department, noted that while five desertions 
were recorded in 1930, the following year they numbered 51.'" The Queensland 
Govemment's response to the situation was to institute more rigid discipline and 
control. 
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Gall recommended in 1933 that the roll call be more strictly enforced each 
moming, that parades be conducted by the Superintendent rather than the 
storekeeper and that 'action be taken to ensure that the men commence work after 
their dismissal from the parade line.' In this same year Chief Protector J.W. 
Bleakley reported: 
At Palm Island the native police squad was reorganised and 
strengthened and strict training given, which resulted in marked 
improvement in discipline all round. A new and effective lock-up 
was built and also a barracks for the police. '^  
This intensification of institutionalised tyranny on the island was facilitated by 
changes to the 'protection' acts in 1934 and 1939, which expanded the powers of 
Superintendents to subjugate residents. Home Secretary E.M. Hanlon rationalised 
the extension of controls in 1934, arguing that new laws were needed 'to protect' 
indigenous people 'not only from white people but also from themselves.''* This 
translated for Palm Islanders, as one elder has described it: 
Everything on Palm Island is the idea of the superintendent... We 
got to do everything what suit the superintendent, not us and every 
super (sic) that go there got the law in his own mouth ... What he 
say is law and the state govemment allow him to make the mles ... 
If they say go to gaol you can't say what for and you don't know 
when you come out." 
Details of the legislation have been noted elsewhere, with the extended provisions 
allowing superintendents to confiscate possessions, censor mail, prohibit card 
games, dancing and indigenous practices 'that might give offence' and providing 
1^  W.J. Gall, Letter to Chief Protector, 7 September 1933, Department of 
Health and Home Affairs, General Correspondence, QSA, A/31710, 1930-
50, 30; ABC, Aboriginal Reserves, No 3243/33; 'Reports upon the 
Operations of Certain Sub-Departments ... for the Year 1933', QPP, Vol 
1, (1934), p. 890. 
IS E.M. Hanlon in QPD, Vol CLXVI, (1934), p. 1687. 
^ Willie Thaiday, Under the Act (Townsville, North Queensland Black 
Publishing, 1981) p. 27. 
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the legal might to order medical examinations and to punish 'any act subversive 
of good order and discipline."* The 1934 amendments invoked the prohibition 
of 'mixed marriages', while a range of penalties were specified against inter-racial 
sexual relations. The Chief Protector's report had in this year raised the question 
of whether those of mixed descent might be 'bred out', concluding that 
segregation was a continuing necessity since educated 'half castes' would 'be 
content with nothing less than complete freedom.'" These comments came at a 
time when the *racial hygiene' movement was peaking in strength, with eugenic 
thought premised upon the superiority of Ayran people. Hence, it was also in this 
year that Under-Secretary Gall issued a memorandum regarding changes to the 
Act, proposing that 'Inferior races will have to go.' He wrote: 'in my opinion, 
Govemments sooner or later will have to seriously consider the question of 
sterilisation of the half caste. '^ " 
With the mounting concem to ensure that indigenous populations did not dismpt 
'white community standards'^' came an extended definition of Aboriginality to 
include those who 'were practically aboriginal by way of their living conditions 
and associations.'^^ This increase in the numbers coming under the Act also 
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meant a rise in revenue for the Govemment, through compulsory deductions from 
bank accounts. In addition, Clause 21 of the 1934 amendments allowed the 
Minister to direct the confinement of 'any aboriginal or half caste' considered 
'uncontrollable', 'for such time as he shall think fit.'^ ^ While the member for 
Cook perceived the Bill as a recipe for filling the goals 'in the outlying portions 
of the State', Home Secretary Hanlon consoled the House with the view that 
'ordinary imprisonment is no great punishment for an aborigine... because he is 
better housed, fed and clothed when in prison than when he is free. '^ " 
State control over Murris and Torres Strait Islanders was further extended in 1939 
by the Aboriginal Preservation and Protection Act and the Torres Strait Islanders 
Act. This legislation set the policy which would continue in Queensland for the 
next quarter of a century. At the first national conference on Aboriginal welfare 
in 1937, State and Commonwealth authorities had adopted a unified national 
policy of 'assimilation' or cultural genocide. Queensland's concession to this 
policy was the provision of automatic exemption to 'persons of not more than 50 
per cent aboriginal blood.' However, this only applied to those who proved 
willing to abide by the white man's concept of 'self sufficiency' and who 'no 
longer associated with aboriginals.'^^ 
Moreover, Section 18 empowered the Director to become the legal guardian of 
every Murri child under 21 years of age 'where in his opinion the parents or 
relatives are not exercising their own powers in the interests of the child.' This 
provision denied Murri parents guardianship of their own children for no other 
p. 2. 
Evans, 'Aborigines ... "The Duty We Owe"', p. 341. 
QPD, Vol. CLXVI, (1934), pp. 1687 and 1734. 
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reason than their race,^ * and resulted in the theft of children by deviant means 
from schoolyards, camps, streets and homes. Its implementation saw the large 
scale institutionalisation of generations of indigenous children in reserve 
dormitories up to the 1960s. 
Yet even after the conference of 1937 Queensland's commitment to the policy of 
'absorption' remained half-hearted and reluctant, with the greater emphasis of 
Govemment continuing to be upon the process of segregation.^ Harold Collins, 
for example, the member for Cook, suggested in 1939 that the whole indigenous 
population be removed to Cape York Peninsula.^ * The overcrowding of reserves 
resulting from segregationist strategies was felt most intensely on Palm Island. 
More than half the removals for the period 1919 to 1937 were to Palm and in 
1932 the reserve housed 34 per cent of Queensland's Murri population.^' In the 
peak period of 1934 to 1938, 331 removal orders were to the island zmd despite 
the excess of deaths over births up until 1947, the reserve's population expanded 
steadily throughout this era and was never less than 1,000.^ " By the late 1930s 
J.W. Bleakley had targeted the whole Palm Island group, including Eclipse, 
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Fantome, Esk, Curacoa, Havana, Brisk and Falcon Islands, as possible sites for 
further segregation practices. The Townsville Land Commissioner's office 
subsequently reported that the Palm Island group was 'ideally situated' for 
detention and punishment purposes and for the separation of 'castes', and in July 
1938 the surrounding islands to Palm were gazetted for reserve purposes.^' 
'Disciplinary reasons' and punishment for absconding from other reserves were 
prominent amongst the reasons recorded for removal to Palm Island.^ ^ In 1936 
the Department chose to send a Momington Islander stranded in Cloncurry to 
Palm Island, rather than home, as the former option was cheaper." Seemingly 
innocuous activities, such as requesting withdrawal of their own eamings from 
bank accounts, could result in Murris being removed from the mainland to the 
Palm Island prison.^ In evidence to the New South Wales inquiry into Aboriginal 
administration in 1937, North Queensland pastoralist McGregor Watson reported 
that many station labourers were being sent to Palm Island 
... where most of them die, and some have been known to die 
within five days. Taking them away from their country is a ter-
rible thing. The local policeman, being the protector, can do what 
he likes with the blacks by threatening to send them to the island.^ ^ 
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Threat of banishment to Palm was used as a control mechanism up to the 1960s, 
as its reputation as a 'prison for the sick and the dispossessed'^ * continued to 
spread. Sandra Hardy who grew up in the Tully - Ingham area in the years 
following World War Two recalls: ' . . .we were all terribly afraid of the whites. 
We knew that the Protection people could take you away to Palm Island because 
of the Queensland Govemment's Aboriginals' Protection Act ... Palm Island was 
a terrible, terrible place.'^' 
Accusations that removals from homelands and exile to Palm Island were resulting 
in deaths seem to have passed unheeded by the Queensland Govemment. In 1933 
Palm Island's resident doctor, Thomas L. Bancroft, wrote: 
Some of the natives long to retum to their own country. One poor 
chap, a Diamantina native from Julia Creek, wanted to retum there 
... We tried to induce the Home Secretary to allow him to retum, 
but there was delay and he died of a broken heart. Another 
wanted to retum to Normanton but pined away before permission 
was granted.^ * 
The process of removal was often physically torturous and frequently involved 
long-term mental and emotional distress associated with separation from family 
and country. Ivy Sam was living in Cloncurry with her mother and her father, 
an Englishman and drover, when the police came: 
I was taken to Palm Island when I was four ... the police came and 
sent my mother and us children away ... They just ordered us to 
go ... My father was heartbroken. He just stood there crying as 
the train left the station... I didn't see him again ... I didn't know 
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what the sea was, I hadn't seen it before. I thought it was a huge 
waterhole. It really scared me.^' 
In Bill Rosser's Dreamtime Nightmares Iris Clay recalls being sent away to Palm 
with her father, who was about to expose the existence of an affair between the 
missionary-manager on Mapoon and a black female resident. Iris' father was 
Council Chairman on Mapoon at the time: 
They put handcuffs on my father and we were rowed out to the 
lugger ... As we were being rowed out my two sisters, Elizabeth 
and Maria, followed us out. They kept walking behind the boat, 
you know ... until the water was up over their heads."" 
Neck chains were used to arrest and convey elders in the North Queensland 
region by foot to the coast, then to Palm Island in the 1930s. In 1936 Chief 
Protector Bleakley reported on 'the combing out of a number of undesirable, old 
and inefficient natives' from the Normanton and Tum-off Lagoons district, 
through their deportation to Palm."' A white health worker on Palm Island in this 
period has recalled: 
There was a whole group come down in chains from Coen. 
They'd walked the whole distance. Police would be on horseback 
... A policeman got one of the native girls pregnant on the way. 
That was a big scream when she got down here pregnant. He was 
very indignant about it, the Superintendent. The girl was only 14 
or 15."2 
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The Reverend Emest Gribble was Anglican Chaplain at Palm Island for the period 
1930 to 1957. His papers record stem condemnations of the penal nature of the 
reserve and the injustices of banishments. 'One feels' he wrote, 'for these exiles 
whatever their offences may have been and it is hoped that they will be able to 
retum to their own land after serving their sentences of banishment for a term.' 
Cribble's hopes for residents were increasingly eroded in the course of his stay 
on the island. Many were sent from missions 'for merely petty naughtiness,' 
wrote Gribble, but had 'been forgotten,' despite their 'good character and good 
conduct.' The issue of the cost of their retum meant that 'it is very easy to get 
them from the remotest parts to here, but very difficult to get them back. '"^  The 
Secretary of the Association for the Protection of Native Races agreed with 
Cribble's criticisms, writing that the process of indefinite banishment seemed 'a 
very lawless procedure,'"" 
Gribble further condemned fellow missionaries for 'relying too much' on Palm 
Island for 'correction' purposes: 'it was not christian' he wrote, 'to eliminate the 
sinner by exile'. In 1933 he recorded the use of neck chains and handcuffs to 
convey people from Mapoon to Palm, and noted: 
A man was arrested at the Musgrave and he got a flogging after 
the Musgrave had been passed ,,, the police stmck the women with 
whips to make them go quicker,,, I questioned the Mapoon people 
who had been here since my time and they stated they had been 
sent away for a year but they had been here four years,"^ 
With the growing emphasis upon assimilation and indoctrination of people of 
mixed descent came the removal of large numbers of children to Palm in the 
1930s and 40s, and stories abound in Queensland of mothers mbbing charcoal into 
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their children's skins, or hiding their offspring, so they would not be taken."* 
Tom Morgan Snr was sent to Palm Island as a teenager for cheeking the teacher 
of the State School at Gordonvale. Placed in handcuffs at the Gordonvale police 
station, his sentence to Palm was for a two year period. Ten years later Tom 
Morgan was still on Palm Island."' 
New arrivals to the island had to immediately report to the Superintendent's office 
where their luggage was examined. 'All inward and outward mail was also 
censored,' writes historian Dawn May, 'in much the same way as occurred for 
soldiers in a war zone.'"* In 1937 George Sanders' letter to 'a citizen' of Caims 
was brought from Palm Island 'by a visitor,' bypassing the censors before being 
printed in the North Oueensland Guardian. Sanders stated that he had come to 
Queensland from New South Wales, and that he had refused to work under the 
Act and 'pay into the settlement.' He was subsequently sent to Palm for an 
indefinite period. 'I was not brought before a magistrate and given a hearing I 
was just arrested by police and bundled here' he wrote, 'I am lost.'"' 
While the Home Secretary argued in 1939 that 'There is very little interference 
with the native population in Queensland today'. Palm Islanders who lived on the 
reserve at this time tell of how the police 'tried to stand over everybody', and 
bmtally enforced the whims of the Superintendent.^" Writing for the Royal 
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Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, Commissioner Elliott Johnston 
notes that the role of police had historically 
... intervened in Aboriginal control and management of their own 
lives and impinged on realms usually defined by Australian society 
as 'private': residence, diet, self sufficiency, illness, work, edu-
cation and child rearing. From the late 1940s, welfare officers 
took over much of the surveillance, but police still had to enforce 
removal, detention and other orders.^' 
Militant police intervention in the most mundane aspects of daily lives resulted in 
the systematic disempowerment of the Palm Island community and created a 'soul 
destroying dependency'^ ^ upon the extemal authority of white officials. Social 
relations were particularly targeted. Palm Islanders who lived through this era of 
reserve history frequently tell of being punished for waving to friends or relations 
while in dormitories, on work sites or while being marched by police from one 
destination to another." 
Ivy Sam recalls the punishment of women who ran away with their male 
companions and how, up into the 1950s, they would have their heads shaved. 
This procedure was usually undertaken by the reserve Matron, and along with the 
donning of sugar-bag hessian dresses, was a tactic designed to humiliate. 'They 
used to walk with their hands over their heads' said Ivy, 'and try and hide 
themselves, they were very shamed. They were made - like real sinners - made 
to march into the Church up front'. Some would cover their heads with scarves, 
but the Superintendents would order police to make them take the scarves off: 
It was very sad to see. It used to really hurt me. I was in the dor-
mitory. See those girls doing that. Even the real old ladies, if 
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they were caught playing cards, gambling. They were made to get 
up there and sweep streets too. 
Even medical treatments on the island were made compulsory: 
You didn't have a say for anything, really. Even your body 
belonged to the govemment. Needles came, injections came; you 
just lined up and got them whether you liked it or not. If you 
refused, you went to jail.^" 
The gaol was a small wooden building in which 'maybe ten or fifteen people' 
were placed at any one time: 'A little pan for the toilet, so there was a terrible 
smell. One little room for solitary, but generally they were all in together'.^^ 
Men placed in gaol often worked at stone breaking or timber cutting through the 
day.^ * 
Some, like Iris Clay, witnessed extreme bmtality on the part of police. 
Interviewed by Rosser she has stated that the implementation of white law on 
Palm 'was rough': 'They used black police. The Superintendent only had to say 
"Take him away" and that man would be nearly dead by the time they got him to 
jail. And they dragged them along the ground.'" 
In the early 1930s Reverend Gribble commented that Palm Island's police were 
'not chosen as regards character but rather for strength' and 'to give a doubtful 
character something to do.' Gribble was critical of the procedures whereby, 'on 
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the word of a policeman' the Superintendent meeted out punishments.^* In a 
highly factionalised community like Palm Island, the investment of such powers 
in police clearly opened a path to victimisations and abuse. In addition, as 
Gribble noted: 'There is no deterrent effect upon the population as no one knows 
why the person is punished. The Superintendent is very often the judge in his 
own case'.^' 
Sanders' letter in the North Oueensland Guardian stated that women were being 
flogged on Palm Island and that a married man and single woman were sentenced 
to fourteen days hard labour for having 'cleared out' for a couple of days.*" By 
contrast, adultery on the part of one of the island's Superintendents was discretely 
overlooked.*' Sanders' further recorded of the incident: 
... when this (sentence) was up the man referred to was placed on 
the police force here. But the girl was sent to Fantome Island. 
She is still there among the V.D. for peace sake. Wonderful 
organisation. The girl was fed on bread and water until she 
fainted. *2 
Palm Island elders have often expressed their resentment of the procedures of gaol 
without trial and the use of both Curacoa and Eclipse Islands as secondary 
punishment centres, even after sentences in the local or Townsville gaols had been 
completed. Tom Morgan Snr was arrested for punching a policeman who accused 
him of 'cheeking' the Superintendent. He was sent to Eclipse Island by himself 
for a period of twelve months and three weeks, surviving his exile by virtue of 
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his Auntie sending over rations and food by clandestine means.*^ In this way, 
prisons within prisons were formulated as the official response to the persistence 
of conflict and white desires for ultimate control. 
Eclipse was used so frequently in this way that residents today call it 'Punishment 
Island' and exile to Eclipse continued up into the 1970s. When Aba Johnson and 
Leonie Daisy took me over to Punishment Island in 1990 they showed me the old 
tin shed which sheltered prisoners. On the walls were the names of two residents 
exiled in the late 1950s. The island itself was sparsely foliaged with little 
evidence of wild life. Palm Islanders tell of how prisoners, dependent otherwise 
on meagre supplies of rations from the main reserve, would try to catch fish with 
their hands. Bill Seaton recalls that people were banished to Eclipse for swearing 
at the Superintendent or manager, for mnning away with women friends, or for 
simply 'speaking up for their rights'. Speaking one's own language was another 
offence bringing exile to Eclipse.*" W.J. Gall recorded that in the 1930s those 
who were 'disobedient' were 'sent to Eclipse Island with a few pounds of flour 
and a box of matches'. They were, he wrote, 'practically starved'.*^ 
In 1933 Isaac Gundy was recmited to the police force when he was sent under 
punishment to Palm Island from Woorabinda. He has stated that the people police 
arrested were placed in gaol before they went to 'Court' (the office of the 
Superintendent) and that they had great difficulty in keeping peace between the 
different tribes. Police drilled like soldiers and reported to the Superintendent 
each aftemoon. As an extemal, imposed force of white law their authority was 
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sometimes openly contested and Gundy has recalled a 'big stone fight' between 
police and fifteen boys who escaped to the mountains to avoid gaol.** 
Children on Palm Island were imprisoned for petty offences up to the 1970s. 
Geraldine Freeman/Tapau has recalled being sent to Palm Island from 
Woorabinda at thirteen years of age, and then imprisoned for wearing sandshoes. 
Boys were imprisoned for waving at girls.*' Monty Pryor has recorded how he 
was imprisoned and then removed from the island as punishment when he was 
only a boy. Monty's friend was the doctor's son and the two boys called each 
other by their first names. The reserve Superintendent, Cecil Foote, instmcted 
Monty to refer to his friend as 'Master': 
He was no Master of mine... He called me by my name, so why 
shouldn't I call him by his? He said 'you go back and apologise'. 
And I said 'I won't'. I did seven days' jail with bread and water 
over that. 
A couple of weeks later I was dumped over on the mainland. Just 
left there with nowhere to go or what to do. Luckily the publican 
over there was a friend of my father and that's how I got from one 
place to another.** 
The autocratic powers of Superintendents allowed wide scope for discrepancies 
and anomalies in the meeting out of punishments. A total of eleven superintend-
ents were in charge of Palm Island over the twenty-two years from 1931 to 1953. 
Most had little experience or understanding of Murris and many were chosen for 
their expertise in agricultural pursuits. In January 1931 Edward Amold Comell 
** Interview with Isaac Gundy, Tape No 4A, Side B, JCU Black Oral 
History. 
*' Jim Keefe, 'Queensland Govemment Policies', Erik Olbrei (ed.) Black 
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filled the vacancy left by Comelius O'Leary who became Deputy Chief 
Protector. The absurdity of Comell, a prickly pear expert from Gayndah, being 
placed in charge of Murri lives, has not been lost on the old Palm Islanders who 
regarded his appointment as an insult.*' 
The Reverend Emst Gribble was critical of Comell's performance. Gribble 
himself had a wealth of experience with Murris, having founded the Forrest River 
Mission in the Kimberleys and having served for nine years as Superintendent of 
Yarrabah. Moreover, it was Cribble's campaigning which had forced the Royal 
Commission into the Forrest River massacre in 1926.'" Hence, while Gribble 
expressed compassion for residents, he was convinced that there were members 
of staff on the island who had 'no time for the Aboriginals' and Comell, he 
wrote, 'knew absolutely nothing about the natives or even the handling of men.'" 
Comell's incessant feuding with the Palm Island doctor and his use of intimidation 
and violence towards residents were reminiscent of Curry's reign. It was during 
Comell's time that the carpenter, Mcu-low, brought people from Barambah to 
work on the island, an action which incensed the local community. When a Palm 
Island resident refused to work for Marlow, Comell intervened and stmck the 
resident in the back of the head with a steel spirit level. In the scuffle the resident 
took hold of the level and stmck back at Comell, splitting his lip. Upon advice 
from Gribble, the resident sent Comell a letter of apology, however the 
Superintendent decided to send him to Townsville to be charged. On Cribble's 
request the Bishop in Townsville intervened, but he was advised by Inspector 
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Lock that no charges would be laid since Comell admitted having been the 
aggressor.'^ 
It was in an atmosphere afflicted with white fears of a Murri rebellion that staff 
resorted to violent tactics and abused their enormous powers. Superintendent J.E. 
Delaney, who followed Comell's reign, was promoted from his role as the 
island's farm foreman. Delaney soon gained a reputation for being 'a hard man 
to work for', who gave 'no time for a break', and of being a Superintendent who 
'chased black women'.'^ In 1933, one of the residents advised Gribble that 
Delaney had imprisoned a young woman and 'was in the lock-up with her with 
the door closed for a long time'. When the Reverend approached the Superin-
tendent over the issue 'His manner was strange', wrote Gribble, 'and mentally I 
registered him as guilty of something'.'" 
Delaney, like Comell and Curry before him, had to cope with administering the 
reserve in the context of the Depression and stringent economic policies of the 
Home Department. The wages bill was lowered through a reduction of staff and 
food and building supplies ran consistently short of demand. The problem of 
shortages, combined with edlegations of bmtality, interference with women and 
dmnkenness on the part of Superintendent Delaney, present a picture of a re-mn 
of the Curry era. In 1934 several residents, including a policeman, advised 
Gribble that Delaney had threatened to shoot a male resident in the presence of 
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six policemen. 'We are living in a very strained and pregnant atmosphere' wrote 
Gribble, and Delaney 'has every appearance of mental breakdown'.'^ 
Delaney resigned in the following year and Tom Pryor was seconded from the 
Department's office on Thursday Islcmd. The next four years would see a rapid 
tumover of Superintendents on Palm Island. Pryor was replaced by Dr J. 
Grahame Drew in 1936, and Drew by F.H. Julian in 1937. Dr Courtney then 
took charge in 1938.'* Given the health problems on Palm Island in this period, 
it is not surprising that the average endurance by these men of the combined role 
of Superintendent and Medical officer was less than twelve months. 
In 1932 Chief Protector Bleakley had advised the Under-Secretary of the Home 
Department that the conflict evolving from 'having a senior and highly paid 
professional office nominally subordinate to a lower paid officer' made the co-
ordination of the two positions a necessary consideration." It was indicative of 
the Department's belated response to problems on reserves that this proposal came 
two years after the Curry tragedy and was not finally enacted until 1936. 
Moreover, in the midst of economic depression it served to reduce the cost of 
salaried staff. 
Those medical men who served as Superintendents seem to have been no less 
authoritarian than those from trade or military backgrounds, with Julian 
particularly remembered for his insistence that all residents, including those 
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suffering from leprosy, stand and salute him should they cross his path.'* The 
reign of Dr Courtney was followed by that of Cecil Foote in 1939, who kept a 
revolver within arm's reach of his desk, and of G. R. Roberts, promoted from his 
position as clerk, who 'shifted from one office to the one next door'." Roberts 
was replaced the following year by George Sturges who had taken the role of 
temporary launch driver during Hamilton's absence in 1934 and who became 
temporary farm overseer in 1936. Sturges soon gained a reputation for being 
deaf, and so won the title of 'Binagury'. While he is remembered as having sent 
many people to goal, he is also credited for having respected the older people by 
not forcing them to work as others before him had done. Sturgess later defined 
his major problem in the years of his reign from 1947 to 1953 as that of sly 
grog, brought by men with fishing passes from Rollingstone.*" 
Both cormption and in-fighting amongst staff continued in the post-Curry period. 
A white health worker on Palm described how staff in the 1930's took advantage 
of widespread illiteracy with the English language: 'There were perks and kick-
backs and in some quarters downright dishonesty because most of them could not 
sign a name.'*' The reported 'back-biting' and disharmony among staff in this 
78 
79 
80 
81 
Bill Congoo, Interview with author. Palm Island, 13 January 1991. 
Correspondence from Chris Halse, 3 March 1992; Cliff Wyles, Interview 
with author, Townsville, 15 July 1990; Tom Morgan Snr, Interview with 
author. Palm Island, 11 January 1991; Public Service Commissioner to 
Under Secretary, 29 July 1941, Department of Health and Home Affairs, 
General Correspondence, 1942, A/4291, Nos 5201-5400, QSA. 
Reports upon the Operations of the Sub-Departments ... for the Year 
1936', QPP, Vol 1, (1937), p. 1203; Public Service Commissioner to 
Under Secretary, 29 July 1941; George Sturges, Interview with Chris 
Halse, Brisbane, 29 January 1985 (transcript in personal possession); 
David Nutley, Palm Island - Five Oral Histories (Palm Island, Palm Island 
State School Library, NDP), p. 32. 
Interview by Caroline Edmondson, Tape No 52, NQ Oral History, JCU. 
197, 
era*^  seem to have been diffused by the high tumover of whites 
employed on the island, rather than by official action. 
While many of those involved in administering the system of Murri confinement 
adhered to the notion that indigenous people were merely 'animals of the land',*^ 
and if others were at best indifferent,*" there were handfuls of white critics who 
gradually began to speak in these years of how Queensland's reserves had come 
to resemble concentration camps or graveyards,*^ In 1939, the Telegraph pub-
lished the view that missions and reserves were designed as if 'to ease the bumps 
along the road to the cemetery.'** Certainly the overcrowded living conditions, 
poor sanitation, inadequate nutrition and medical care on Palm, in the years of the 
Depression and World War Two, and the consequent escalation of deaths to 
massive numbers in these years, suggests that the prophecy of the 'doomed race' 
was being enacted by white society. 
Some of the infectious diseases brought by colonisation survived best in conditions 
of high rainfall. These included hookworm, malaria and dengue fever,*' and 
hence North Queensland was particularly affected by epidemics in the twentieth 
century. As diseases such as tuberculosis, pneumonia and syphilis also took their 
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toll, large numbers of North Queensland Murris sent to Palm Island were either 
in poor health or actually dying, 
A Commonwealth survey of North Queensland Murris in 1930 found a 36 per 
cent infection rate of hookworm disease, while the rate of infection for whites at 
this time proved to be only 1.7 percent.** Hookworm eggs are excreted by 
infected patients and hatch out into larvae in favourable soil environments. The 
larvae can then penetrate the skin causing further infestation.*' Hence areas 
where sanitation is poor and where people are barefoot can lead to high incidence 
of the disease. In North Queensland Murri communities hookworm was found 
to produce anaemia and both physical and mental retardation. Other studies have 
shown diarrhoea, apathy, malnutrition and child under-development as results.'" 
Hookworm had been a problem on Palm Island during Curry's time, but it was 
not until the 1930s that it received significant attention. In 1932-1933 the 
resident doctor found that 'about 50 per cent of all cases examined' were infected 
with hookworm, and residents soon faced compulsory medical treatments. Police 
would line up camps before breakfast and a 'general muster for mass treatment' 
ensued. Well over 200 treatments would be administered in the momings, the 
medicine taken on empty stomachs often resulting in abdominal pain" Hookworm 
continued to be a serious problem for North Queensland Murris up into the 1950's 
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and it was not until 1951 that notable success began to be achieved in lowering 
infection rates.'^ 
Sherry Saggers and Dennis Gray have argued that policies relating to Aboriginal 
health in Australia have responded to infectious diseases from a 'model of 
enforced isolation and largely ineffective treatment'.'^ This was certainly tme of 
North Queensland, where the Govemment's primary concem seem to lie with 
ensuring the safe settlement of a white population 'in the tropics', rather than 
providing adequate care and treatment for the afflicted black population.'" Hence, 
while Palm became increasingly used as the receiving centre for the sick and 
disabled , and while there were those like Cilento who saw it as a future medical 
centre for indigenous patients,'^ facilities for treatment and the provision of staff 
to carry it out lagged tragically far behind the needs of residents. 
In 1938 the epidemic of infantile paralysis in North Queensland lead Australia's 
150th Celebrations Council to decide against recmiting Palm Islanders to Sydney 
to perform a re-enactment of the invasion.'* Whooping cough, skin diseases and 
mumps afflicted children on the reserve in epidemic proportions throughout this 
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era, and in 1941 the school was closed and the hospital overcrowded as a result 
of an epidemic of measles." Gastroenteritis and influenza continued to claim 
many lives up into the 1950s.'* By 1939, govemment reports on Palm Island had 
begun to refer nondescriptly to 'epidemics' hampering work on the reserve, and 
by the late 1940s there was a seemingly blase acceptance that 'the usual epidemic' 
had stmck." 
White patients were seen to before hospital staff would attend to Murri patients, 
regardless of the seriousness of their condition.'"" Staff shortages, lack of trained 
health workers, inadequate dmg supplies, excessive workloads and overcrowded 
hospital facilities led to fmstration and demoralisation on the part of the island's 
health workers. Dr Thomas L. Bancroft, employed as resident medical officer 
from the end of 1930, was the first to publicly criticise the disastrous situation. 
It was in 1932 that he defined Palm Island as 'the Black-fellow's Graveyard', 
reporting conditions of 'filthiness and squalor' and a 'great mortality' amongst 
residents. Bancroft told the Courier Mail that he had spent eighteen months and 
his own money to have a building erected for health services, and that he was 
then discharged.'"' Dr Raphael Cilento later agreed with Bancroft's report, while 
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Dr Elliot Murray, Bancroft's successor, noted that the limited bed capacity of 
twenty resulted in hospital patients sleeping on mattresses on the floor.'"^ 
An ©coresident and Matron of Palm Island's hospital in the 1930s has commented 
of medical supplies: 
You'd get an epidemic of influenza or whatever among them, and 
you'd put on your dmg list whatever you wanted, then your dmgs 
would arrive and there'd be practically nothing in it. And I'd go 
down to the Superintendent and say 'Why hasn't the so and so 
come' and the answer was, 'Oh well, just give 'em an aspirin and 
a dose of salts. They'll be alright.""^ 
In 1928 the lock-hospital for victims of venereal disease had opened on 
neighbouring Fantome Island. While its specific history as an institution 
commands the attention of the following chapter, its role was inextricably 
entwined with that of Palm Island to which, in the 1930s, it became the initial 
screening centre. Numbers detained increased constantly and in 1933 Chief 
Protector Bleakley reported that 'A regrettable feature' of Fantome Island had 
become 'the admission of young female children'.'"" 
During the war years venereal disease reached epidemic proportions on Palm 
Island, Cherbourg £ind Woorabinda, due to the presence of American servicemen 
in Queensland, the increase of its incidence amongst the general population, and 
the increasing numbers of removals and transfers to reserves. The transfer of all 
detected sufferers to Fantome Island meant that accommodation and food supplies 
were soon inadequate for demands. Moreover the threat of removal to Palm and 
Fantome Islands seemed to have had adverse effects upon medical procedures on 
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mainland Queensland generally, with reports in the late 1930s that Murris were 
evading doctors for fear of being exiled,'"^ 
Govemment complacency and neglect meant little relief to the health situation on 
Palm Island as the twentieth century progressed. In 1950 the temporary medical 
officer, Dr Hilyard Smith, reported that the reserve was suffering a staff shortage, 
no time was available for training, the Matron was 'forced to do the work of four 
nurses' and 'our hospital has been overcrowded and beds have had to overflow 
onto the verandah to meet the emergencies.''"* The following year he reported 
that for three months the island had no resident medical officer, for two months 
only one nurse, and 'a good deal of sickness.' Epidemics of whooping cough, 
gastroenteritis and influenza had resulted in 888 admissions and 30 deaths. While 
bed space now had the capacity to admit 60 patients, the only nurse available was 
the Matron: 'an impossible position for sufficiently managing a native 
hospital.""' 
Probably the most distressing trend in death rates was the loss of infant and child 
lives. In 1949 Hilyard Smith reported the death of 7 babies aged between 2 hours 
and 14 months. The following year 5 babies died between the ages of 1 hour and 
2 months and in 1951, 10 children under 2 1/2 years of age died from gastroen-
teritis and whooping cough. Between 1951 and 1955 a total of 47 infants died. 
The high infant mortality rate has remained a feature of Palm Island history up 
into the late twentieth century.'"* 
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Some of the white staff on the island blamed poor nutrition for the drastic ill-
health of residents and the Govemment was repeatedly reminded of the need for 
fresh vegetable supplies. Palm Island's agriculture was often poorly supervised 
in the post-Curry period and the depredations of milking cows destroyed many 
personal gardens.'"' In 1933 Dr Bancroft criticised the policy of growing 
Mauritius beans for sale to farmers on the mainland, 'while the natives are almost 
starving.'"" One informant has recalled that in the late 1930s dormitory children 
would often cry themselves to sleep for want of food, and that apart from 
occasional supplies from parents 'we were scratching around looking for paw paw 
seeds, roots, rotten eggs and what not."" 
The change to reserve life meant a major alteration to eating habits, and for many 
the loss of the traditional healthy mixed diet and its replacement with rations of 
white flour, sugar, tea, rice and tinned meat. Long term consequences were 
premature narrowing of the arteries and diabetes, especially for those confined to 
dormitories and hence dependent on westem diets. "^ While everyone on Palm 
Island was required to work a minimum of three and a half days per week -
sweeping streets, scmbbing floors, getting timber, planting tobacco and diving for 
trochus shell - those doing only compulsory work were totally dependent on daily 
rations. 
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Rations administered to Murris during the Depression were approximately half of 
those made available to unemployed whites, and rates were further reduced as a 
stringency measure. In the early 1930s Palm Island's rations consisted of one 
pound of flour, one quarter of an ounce of tea, two ounces of sugar, and for men, 
one and a half ounces of tobacco, per week. Sago and rice were provided for 
'certain gangs on heavy work' and oatmeal supplied to dormitories. Meat was 
issued three times each week, having been conveyed 44 miles by launch from 
Townsville, stored in sacks in the cockpit, where it was 'exposed to the hot 
tropical sun.'"' 
The ration system on Palm Island continued into the late 1960s, when a cash 
economy was introduced and wages paid. Ivy Sam has described how women 
would have to line up for food at the ration shed near the beach in the 1940s and 
'50s: 
For my family there'd be three adults in our house, so we'd get 
three cup a'sugar, three cup a'rice, flour, little piece of wash soap 
... little bit of symp in a billy can - we'd take our billies ... we'd 
race home with all that - the men folk weren't allowed to carry it, 
they had to stay on their job ... even if we were stmggling ... 
Then we'd go to the clinic, we'd get a bit of milk, a bit of butter, 
bit of cheese for the children ... That's where I think our [child] 
endowment went to. See, we weren't allowed to handle our own 
money."" 
By contrast, white staff on Palm Island could buy from the general store and 
received free issues of milk, firewood and vegetables. Moreover, those like Mrs 
Krause, married to the school teacher, were able to order their own food from 
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Birtles, North West by North, pp. 6 and 11; Reid and Trompf (eds). 
Health of Aboriginal Australia, pp. 12-13. 
Ivy Sam in ABC Radio Tapes, Palm Island Part Two. By contrast, white 
unemployed men in this period received weekly rations of bread (3 
loaves), tea ('4 pound), one tin of milk, meat and soap. See Anne 
Schofield, Signposts of Change (Flemington, Aird, 1987), p. 108. 
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Townsville which arrived with the steamer vessels each month."^ Murris, on the 
other hand, would attempt to supplement supplies through dragnet and spear 
fishing, but found themselves increasingly competing with visiting fishermen who 
collected fish for sale to southem markets."* 
Despite these conditions and complaints from medical staff, tourists who were 
given a very selective view of the island in this period, wrote of the Palm 
Islanders as a 'happy well-fed lot.'"' Reverend Gribble was critical of the pro-
cedures whereby visitors saw Palm Island 'in holiday dress' and wrote that 'They 
would be shocked' were they to witness 'the miserable places in which so many 
live.'"* Yet, not all tourists were blind to the real conditions of life on Palm 
Island, however, and in 1935 Dora Birtles recorded the poverty of Murri housing 
and the priority given to homes for white staff: 
Every project was held up for lack of funds. Australia does not 
treat her black population generously; their shanties were far worse 
than the kerosene-tin and sacking hovels the unemployed build on 
waste ground outside some of our towns. The miserable mia-mias 
haunted one, housing plans were going on slowly, oh so slowly; 
there was a shortage of timber fit to be used and in the meantime 
there were administrative buildings and staff bungalows to be 
built.'" 
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Mrs Krause, Interview with Chris Halse, Brisbane, 22 January, 1985. 
Transcript in personal possession. 
On 15 December 1937, Land Ranger Fred Lumley Hill advised the Land 
Commission of Townsville that 'some hundreds of tons' of fish had been 
caught by Townsville fishermen and sold on southem markets. Health and 
Home Affairs General Correspondence, A/27541, QSA; Silas Pryor, 
Interview with author. Palm Island, 13 July 1989. 
Bank Notes. November 1931, p. 32. 
Gribble, 'Criticisms and Suggestions, 
Birtles, North West by North. pl42. 
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Fibro and cement homes began to be constmcted on a small scale in the 1930s, 
but this was discontinued on the outbreak of World War Two. The majority of 
Murri homes were of either earth floor and grass roof, or timber floor with tin 
roof, with extensions constmcted by improvisation. Reporting on housing plans 
in 1941, J.P. Harvey as Surveyor General noted that only 30 Murri homes were 
'substantial and good enough to preserve.' At this point the island's population 
was close to 1300. Harvey reported that the tumover of Superintendents had left 
many building projects incomplete, and he recommended that the Govemment 
consider removing the entire settlement to the mainland to solve the housing 
crisis, although, he noted, the issue of 'substantial expense' mled out this prospect 
'at the moment.''^" By the end of this year the Anglican Church report on Palm 
Island recorded that the Govemment had begun to send people from Palm to 
Woorabinda and Cherbourg because of the housing crisis.'^' 
In 1948 the Chief Protector reported that the camp areas were 'not up to standard' 
and 'in many instances it has been found that a whole family is living in one small 
room.' As late as 1951 the Worker described Murri homes on Palm as looking 
'something like outsized matchboxes."^^ Kerosene lamps were used for lighting 
throughout this period, with electricity provided to the handful of Murri homes 
considered 'of a safe standard' in the 1950s. Each administration building had at 
this stage been installed with a radio-telephone connection to enhance 'the 
efficiency of management and control."^' 
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F.A. Krause, The Illustrated Story of a Beautiful Pacific Isle (Townsville, 
Willmetts, 1946); 'Reports Upon the Operations of Certain Sub-Depart-
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Those who suffered most from the shortages of facilities, the overcrowded 
conditions and inadequate food supplies were probably the children confined to 
dormitories who were deprived of many of the normal experiences of child-
hood.'^ Dormitories for females remained enclosed by 'cage-like' wire fences'^ ^ 
throughout this period, and Fred Clay has recounted to Bill Rosser that in the late 
1930s the boys' dormitory was 'an old slab building' of bush timber with 'gaps 
of about three inches' and a cormgated iron roof. Benches around the walls 
served as beds and lime covered an earth floor. Fred Clay recalled waking on his 
first moming there to find he was covered in welts from the bed bugs.'^ * In the 
1930s Christian missionaries to Palm recorded that girls were sleeping on the 
dormitory floors for lack of bed space, and Dr Bancroft reported that 
overcrowded conditions had lead to this institution receiving the name of 'the 
Black Hole of Calcutta."^ 
Dormitories served contradictory functions on reserves, providing institutional 
care for orphaned and abandoned children, while also operating as detention 
centres for children and single mothers.'^ * Children under five years of age who 
were sent with parents under punishment to Palm Island were automatically placed 
in these institutions. Unmarried women with children were immediately moved 
into the women's dormitory, as were those whose husbands were sent to work on 
the mainland - a practice many of the women resented as treating them like 
children.'^' Sister Paul, a French Canadian missionary to Fantome Island from 
1946, recalls that women who gave birth in the lazaret would have their babies 
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Wyvill, 'Report of the Inquiry', p. 9. 
ABC Radio Tapes, Palm Island. Part 1. 
Rosser, Dreamtime Nightmares, pp. 130-31. 
Unauthored, 'Palm Island Mission' in The Annals of the Propagation of 
the Faith. 2 October 1933, p.7; Bancroft, 'Reminiscences of Palm Island'. 
Wyvill, 'Report of the Inquiry', p. 10. 
ibid; Mrs Sibley in Nutley, Palm Island - Five Oral Histories, p. 30. 
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shown to them, then they were immediately taken over to Palm Island's 
dormitories.''" 
Older residents who grew up in the dormitories speak of these days as 'sad times' 
with their parents only allowed to visit on Wednesdays and weekends, and then 
only with permission from the Superintendent or Matron. Ivy Sam recalls crying 
herself to sleep at nights, and when she later managed the boys' home she looked 
after children who were 'very lost.' Some she said were unsure if they had 
parents at all, and their crying in the evenings 'used to remind me of myself.'''' 
Mona Wyles has described how at 5am young women in dormitories 'were down 
on our knees for moming prayer and then we had to do our scmbbing.' Yards 
were also swept before breakfast and dining rooms cleaned. Ivy Sam states: 
'Sometimes we'd come home... and there'd be nothing else to do, we had to 
scmb the floor in the aftemoon as well. But the floors were that white you could 
eat off them.''^^ On both Palm Island and Woorabinda dormitories were 
'industrial schools,' registered with the State Children's Department but mn by 
the Department of Native Affairs.'^ ^ The enjoyment of childhood was sacrificed 
to official measures to extract free labour from the young. Ivy Sam states: 
As children we weren't allowed to play. I remember coming home 
from school and we used to go near the airport (to Convent 
School)... we used to walk to school every day and coming back 
you'd be tired, you know, and maybe you'd want to have a bath. 
But you weren't allowed on the bed... They'd have these big 
sacks full of beans and we had to crack them... If it wasn't beans 
we'd have to sit there and peel mangoes.'^ 
pa 
131 
132 
133 
134 
Sister Paul, Interview with author. Palm Island, 14 July 1989. 
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Mona Wyles in ibid; Ivy Sam, Interview with author. Palm Island, 15 
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In the late 1930s dormitory girls were made to have a 'daily dip' in the sea each 
moming, followed by a cold shower. Moira Clarke has recalled that before Sam 
'we had to be dressed in front of the matron and stand with your hands out, show 
her your hands and fingemails, and show behind your Ccirs and teeth, part your 
hair to see if you had head lice."^^ Everyone had to line up, recalls Ivy Sam, 
before marching into the dormitory: 'If your hair was not combed, they'd get a 
razor and mn a part down the centre.' Evenings consisted of a drill known as the 
'night dress parade': 'We had to stand in the middle of the floor and lift our 
dress up to show we had clean undies. It was very embarrassing.''^* 
In addition to being subjected to these humiliations, and indoctrination to instil 'a 
repugnance for all things Aboriginal','^' particular children would be singled out 
for punishments. Talking and joking were prohibited in the evenings during Ivy 
Sam's confinement to the dormitory. She has recounted: 
I knew one couple, the people that looked after us, if they heard 
someone talking - 'Who's talking? Who's talking?' So and so is 
talking. And they had a brick there. You had to stand with a brick 
in one hand and one leg up. If you tried to change that leg, they'd 
be sitting there watching you and hit you. This was done by our 
own people.'^ * 
Dormitory bosses, at times drawn from the Murri and Torres Strait Islander 
communities, were empowered to summon police for offences against reserve 
regulations by blowing a whistle. Marge Thaiday has commented: 'You couldn't 
even wave at the boys... It was bad ... The policeman used to watch over us. 
' " Mamie Kennedy, Bom A Half Caste (Canberra, AIAS, 1985), p. 16; 
Moira Clarke in Flowers, An Oral History. 
'^ * ABC Radio Tapes, Palm Island. Part 1: Ivy Sam, Interview with author, 
15 January 1991. 
'^' Johnston, 'National Report Vol 2', p.73. 
'^ * Ivy Sam, Interview with author, 15 January 1991. 
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every move we would make.''^' Bill Seaton has stated that during Roberts' time 
children who objected to eating the weeviled porridge supplies faced both 
starvation and retribution: 'You'd be punished, get locked up... They had a little 
place there to lock us up... One time there was thirty or forty of us.' These boys 
had been squeezed into the small confinement room for having mn to the hills on 
hearing mmours that a hairy man was up in the bush. 'We went up to try and 
have a look, see if it was tme... when we came back they were waiting for us''"" 
Fred Clay has recalled that his dormitory boss would force the boys to parade 
single file, around the dormitory if misdemeanours occurred: 'as we passed, he 
would hand us a rock and tell us to put it on our head and keep walking around.' 
On one winter's evening the boys were paraded in this way for two hours.'"' 
Escaping with boyfriends or girlfriends was a major reason for many of the 
punishments. No contact between young men and women was allowed until the 
late 1930s, when complaints by Dr Drew, then Superintendent, led to aftemoon 
visits of one hour's duration. Young men would then need to approach the 
Matron for permission to sit next to a young woman on the lawn outside the 
dormitory. No physical touching was allowed between young couples and their 
interactions were closely patrolled by police.'"^ The clearest parallel to this 
system of visitation is that which occurs in gaols. 
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Bill Seaton, Interview with author, Townsville, 2 July 1991. 
Rosser, Dreamtime Nightmares, p. 132. 
Bessie Lymbumer, Interview with author, Townsville, 17 December 1990; 
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Ivy Sam has recorded how her institutional confinement as a child left her with 
a legacy of fear when she was alone at home as an adult, having become 
accustomed to being locked up each night.'"^ The psychological and emotional 
impact of the isolation and institutionalisation of children on reserves has only 
recently begun to be acknowledged by mainstream white Australia. Some 
researchers now argue that the 'child welfare' strategy has been the 'most 
pervasive force' behind the loss of identity and self-esteem, and the consequent 
problems of excessive drinking and offending, evident in many communities 
today.'"" 
The 'civilisation and christianisation' program extended beyond the dormitories, 
however, with the impact of missionaries and State Govemment schemes such as 
the Boy Scouts' movement and education programs intensifying in the post-Curry 
period. Because the 'protection' Act prohibited whites who were not govemment 
employees from residing on the island, the Anglican Reverend Gribble initially 
ferried between Townsville and the reserve, until 1935 when the Church obtained 
a lease on nearby Esk Island, The Catholic Church benefited from having gained 
a lease on Butlervale, an area of Palm Island land excluded from the reserve, in 
1927, so that their first permanent priest, Father Maloney, had easy access to 
Murri residents. From Maloney's arrival in 1931, Gribble faced stiff competition 
in his attempts to win converts,'"^ 
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(Canberra, ASP, 1990); Johnston, 'National Report Vol 2', pp,72-73; 
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A detailed account of the impact of missionaries and their intemal feuding in the 
island is currently being compiled by Chris Halse in her biography of Reverend 
Emest Gribble, Halse has recorded that Gribble deposed one of his assistants for 
practicing what missionaries labelled as 'sorcery', and how he arranged dances 
in the recreation hall on Saturday nights in order to reduce the attendance at 
weekly corroborees.'"* Gribble also opposed traditional mouming ceremonies, 
complaining of the 'horrible howling and wailing' and insisting upon conducting 
the funerals of Anglicans with what he defined as 'the decent and decorous' 
method of singing hymns.'"' His strongest objections were often expressed 
towards gambling practices on the reserve, which he and other missionaries 
equated with 'dissension, dishonesty, laziness ... and very much worse.''"* 
In these and many other ways the influence of christians on Palm Island was a 
dismption and obstacle to community control of its affairs, to the maintenance of 
social relations through subculture, and to the persistence of traditional Murri 
practices of a spiritual nature. Yet many Palm Islanders were drawn to the 
Churches,'"' bringing with them their own interpretations of biblical messages. 
For some the Churches offered access to formal rites of passage decreasingly 
available through traditional community/ kinship mechanisms,'^" and for others, 
material support and/or social facilities. Some of the Palm Islanders were 
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Chris Halse, PhD thesis currently in progress on the life of Reverend 
Emst Gribble. For other examples of inter-Church feuding see Letter 
from E.R. Gribble to Bishop Feetham, 17 July 1933, Gribble Papers: 
Newsclippings, Gribble Papers. MS 1515, Box 17, Item 180, AIAS. 
'St George's Mission to the Aborigines on Palm Island, North 
Queensland', Gribble Papers Related to Palm Island. Item 16/2. 
Northem Churchmen. No. 542, 1 September 1963, p. 12. 
Roman Catholic Church attendance grew from 145 adults in 1932 to 304 
in 1934, with 90 children by then attending the Catholic School. By the 
end of Cribble's first year on Palm Island, 180 Palm Islanders had been 
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incorporated into the Church hierarchy, while others remained detached and 
critical of Church practices. For some Palm Islanders westem religion was 
regarded as hypocritical and a consciousness of the social setting made compul-
sory Church attendance something to be endured.'^' 
Hence the issue of the impact of missionaries was complex, and while the 
Churches certainly gained from the use of Murri labour and the financial 
donations of Palm Islanders, it is also tme that individual priests are remembered 
for their contributions to the community. Church buildings and recreation halls 
owed their existence to Palm Island labour, while Gribble in particular publicised 
his belief that Murri bank accounts could provide Church sustenance and by the 
late 1930s station labourers were financing the Anglican Church. Palm Islanders 
carried visiting chaplains around the island on make-shift 'chaises' and using their 
arms. Others carried out minor chores and worked the gardens of missionaries. 
Convents would prepare meals and service visiting members of the Church 
elites.'" 
Two missionaries in particular left favourable memories with Palm Islanders in 
this period. Father Foster of the Roman Catholic Church is remembered for 
having broken down the racial segregation of church seating, when in the 1940s 
he arrived to find all the whites of his congregation seated at the front. Foster 
told them that everyone was amongst the 'children of God' and that there was 'no 
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Interview by Caroline Edmondson, Tape No.52, NQ Oral History JCU. 
Examples of Palm Islander participation include: Ellison Obah, who built 
the altar of St George's Anglican Church in 1930, Dan Kyle who became 
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Cribble's assistant in the early 1930s: Northem Churchman. No. 537, 1 
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Historical Notes (Palm Island State School Library); 'Talking History', 
p.38; Correspondence from Chris Halse, 3 March 1992. 
'The Palm Island Mission', pp. 13-15; Letter from E.R. Gribble to 
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536, 1 March 1936, p. 5, No 538, 1 May 1936, p. 12 and No 554, 1 
September 1937, p. 13. 
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certain place' there for anyone. The following Sunday white Roman Catholics 
were seated throughout the Church.'" Gribble was responsible for reviving the 
sports activities of the Curry period, for the provision of many entertainments, 
and for establishing the James Noble Fund to finance the secondary education of 
selected Anglican Palm Island youth - an endowment he organised in commemora-
tion of James Noble who came from Yarrabah to work as his assistant. Gribble 
frequently communicated with the reserve's Superintendents, the Australian Board 
of Missions, the Chief Protector/ Director, and the Association for the Protection 
of Native Races when residents experienced injustices.'^ He also encouraged 
Palm Islanders to agitate for their rights using urban political means - petitions, 
the press and the departmental bureaucracy.'" 
Missionaries to Palm soon found that much of their work consisted of conducting 
funerals.'^ * However, until at least the 1930s Murris continued to practice their 
own mouming ceremonies and Michael Seaton has recalled how, as a teenager in 
the late 1930s, he saw Cooktown dancers smoke out a house and the clothes of 
an old man who died.'" Bill Rosser's interviews recorded the presence of 
medicine men on the island in this era and their activities in curing the ill, while 
Chief Protector Bleakley noted in the 1930s that 'tribal marriages' were 
continuing, though 'no reliable record could be obtained.''^* 
153 Bill Congoo, Interview with author, 13 January 1991. 
Correspondence with Chris Halse, 3 March 1992; Gribble Papers. AIAS. 
ibid. 
See, for example, Northem Churchman. No 574, 1 May 1939, p. 11. 
E.R. Gribble conducted 20 funerals in one year. 
' " Interview with Michael Seaton, Tape No 6A, Side A, NQ Oral History, 
JCU. 
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Hence, despite the interference of missionaries and the intensely punitive 
responses to people speaking their languages, practicing medicine and law -
including banishments to Punishment Island and confinement in Stewart Creek 
gaol - residents on Palm Island continued to do so. In addition to clandestine 
activities there were occasional cracks in the walls where Palm Islanders found 
space to express their cultural traditions in the presence of whites. The Anglican 
Church, for example, approved the singing of traditional songs by the Torres 
Strait Islander choir, while St Anne's Catholic Mission recorded 'native tunes' 
being sung around camp fires on the island.'^' Anglican missionaries seem to 
have also unwittingly contributed to groups of residents making sojoums back to 
their traditional lands, with Gribble repeatedly complaining that the Church launch 
had been stolen.'*" 
Yet overall the experience on reserves was one of a major assault upon Murri 
culture, with even the smallest of gestures open to official retribution. Inter-
viewed by Bill Rosser, Iris Clay recorded how her mother was punished for 
sharing food: 
My mother got locked up for an hour once because she took 
something to eat for a relative who was locked up in the dormit-
ory. She was crying out that she was hungry so my mother went 
home and fried scones and brought them back. They locked her 
up for an hour for that and took the food off the little girl.'*' 
By the late 1930s the Queensland Govemment had begun to stress assimilationist 
strategies and parliamentary attitudes towards traditional Murri practices were 
blatantly contemptuous. A significant part of the assimilationist push was the 
introduction of Boy Scout and later Girl Guide movements on reserves. By 1946 
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the Secretary for Health and Home Affairs was convinced that even the body 
language of Murris could be assimilated and altered from what he defined as 'the 
slouching Aboriginal gait' to 'an upright and manly posture' through training and 
drill by scoutmasters.'*^ 
Scouts were paraded in their uniforms, alongside the police, for visiting 
govemment bureaucrats and their activities, under intense white supervision, were 
regarded as 'beneficial for disciplinary purposes'. These schemes graphically 
symbolised the wanton ignorance and patemalism of the white administration in 
presuming to introduce Murri children to bush skills and to 'pioneering' on Esk 
Island.'*^ In 1936 Palm Island was the site chosen by Queensland's Chief 
Commissioner of Scouts for a 'mega-Jamboree' with the theme of an 'Australian 
Family Robinson.' Along the lines of an historical re-enactment of the original 
invasion of Wulgumgaba lands - but without the gunfire or bloodshed - teams of 
white boy scouts from four States of the mainland dropped anchor off Wallaby 
Point where, they were told, the country was 'reputed to be the home of very 
hostile tribes of natives...given to man eating.' Without records to provide 
evidence, it is difficult to assess the feelings of those Murri scouts who were 
selected to greet the visiting parties, dressed in red, black and yellow ochre and 
brandishing spears.'*" 
Equally orchestrated was the use of a Palm Island cast in the filming of Charles 
Chauvel's 1935 production. Uncivilised. The film is something of a 'Tarzan' 
story, and like Tarzan, its lead character, a white man called Mara (played by 
Dennis Hoey), is the most noble of the 'noble savages' presented on the screen. 
Towards the conclusion of the film, Mara's row with a wise man ('the witch 
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QPD, Vol CLXXVIII, (1946), p. 2028. 
QPD, Vol CLXXIV, (1939), p. 460; 'Report upon the Operations of 
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doctor') leads to a scene in which he throws the elder onto the ground - a 
foolishly 'heroic' act given the respect afforded such people in Murri culture - and 
at the film's finale, Mara manages to direct the tribal dancers from the centre of 
their circle, while singing a baritone opera!'*^ Described as a 'romance and 
mystery' by reviewers in this period. Uncivilised appears in more contemporary 
perspectives as something of a farce. 
Also somewhat farcical in this period were State Govemment claims that 
education on reserves was pointing the way toward assimilation of Murri 
residents. For the standard of education provided, the numbers and qualifications 
of teaching staff, and the quality of the curriculum kept the prospects of entry into 
higher education well out of reach of the overwhelming majority of students. 
Thelma McAvoy has described her schooling: 'My education only took me as far 
as fourth grade ... The children at my school were only Aboriginal and I can 
honestly say that we were not educated.''** The racial segregation of schooling 
on Palm Island and the restriction of Murri education to grade four level 
continued up into the 1960s.'*' 
In the late 1940s and the 1950s, when mainstream white society was emphasising 
education and the expansion of facilities. Palm Island schooling was qualitatively 
poor and classrooms understaffed, despite official reports to the contrary.'** 
*^^  Charles Chauvel, Uncivilised (Canberra, Film and Sound Archives: 
Expeditionary Films, 1935); Courier Mail. 9 October 1935, p. 10 and 12 
October 1935, p. 17. 
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Carol Russell (ed.). People In Our Community (Townsville, James Cook 
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(ed.), 'Racism: The Australian Experience. Vol 2, (Sydney, ANZ, 1972), 
p. 160; Rowley, Remote Aborigines, p. 97. 
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Many of the teaching staff were untrained, and there were those like Mrs Krause, 
seconded in the absence of school staff, who served in classrooms temporarily for 
a period of 23 years.'*' The poor standard of education on reserves was in 
keeping with the dominant white perception of Murris as destined to remain in the 
lower echelons of the working-class. 
While the Director's report for 1944 boasted that two young Palm Island men had 
been sent to the Roman Catholic Agricultural College at Abergowrie - an 
institution designed to produce self-supporting farmers and mechanics - Cliff 
Wyles, who was one of these 'students' recalls that he and Lonnie Hero were sent 
to chop wood for the first three weeks. Since he was not receiving any lessons 
Cliff left with only the clothes he was wearing, and found relations to stay with 
at Ingham."" In 1950 the Director excused the 'very small' number of Palm 
Island students engaged in senior level secondary schooling - a grand total of one 
in this year - with the rationalisation that 'the aboriginal has always more or less 
been a practical man.'"' 
The Director argued in this period that 'Every facility is being provided and made 
available to give these aboriginal children living on this Settlement [at Palm 
Island] as modem an education as their white brothers and sisters living on the 
mainland.' Yet in 1952 a new syllabus was introduced to all State Schools except 
those on reserves, where manual training for boys and domestic science for girls 
remained the focus of classrooms."^ An ex-resident health worker recollects that 
in the 1930s there were few options for employment on the island after school: 
1055. 
Mrs Krause, Interview with Chris Halse, Palm Island, 6 January 1985. 
Cliff Wyles, Interview with author, Townsville, 15 July 1990. 
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'They could join the Native Police force, or they could go to work on the farm 
or they could go to work at the [timber] mill. There was nothing else there 
then.'"^ Bleakley's 1933 report blamed 'limited funds' on the absence of even 
basic manual training classes, and he reassured the Govemment that the 'practical' 
training given was designed to make Palm Islanders 'useful members of their own 
communities', rather 'than to compete with their white cousins in the busy 
civilised world outside.'"" 
In the mid-1930s young men worked at making fumiture for the homes of white 
officials and by the end of the decade female child labourers were responsible for 
sewing and cooking for other inmates and worked as aids and attendants to the 
Hospital, the school and in the homes of white staff. Boys were apprenticed on 
job sites making sanitary pans, garbage bins, tanks and buckets, shoeing horses, 
repairing farm implements and fishing vessels."* In this way unpaid child labour 
subsidised the maintenance of the reserve. 
Adult Palm Islanders were employed in compulsory timber getting, saw-milling, 
charcoal buming, carpentry, plumbing, road and bridge constmction as well as 
diving for trochus shell, pearl, dugong and beche-de-mer in the pre-war period. 
Huge logs were brought down the mountains by bullock teams to the beach, 
where a small launch or whale boat would take them to the mill for cutting. 
Willie Thaiday has written of his labours in the 1930s: 
... before the war there was no road [at Doctor's Point]. You 
can't drive a dray there because the horses sway over the big 
rocks. We drill through the rocks, blow them with dynamite. We 
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work like anything, we slave.,. They make us work. No money-
we only get tobacco,"* 
When cutting timber, gangs at times would walk nine miles to Barber Bay, Six 
or seven logs would have to be shifted at one time, using ropes, for a period of 
several months, for which workers received tobacco, flour and rice. Willie 
Thaiday also worked as a trochus shell diver: 'You pick up the shells all right 
but the govemment take them. We get nothing for it. We only get tobacco and 
we make damper and dumpling'.'" By 1936 the trochus shell trade from Palm 
Island was producing £530 per annum."* Some elders are understandably angered 
by the accusations of many white Australians that Murris on reserves were given 
'handouts'.'" 
Compulsory work was implemented through the moming roll calls, announced by 
bells mng each moming. Fourteen days hard labour was the penalty for those who 
failed to attend for work.'*" Bill Congoo has recalled: 
There was no such thing as not working. Everyone worked. Long 
as you can walk you gotta work. Even if you're just limping 
along. Old men. They used to come down the beach here, carry 
the whitefellas' grocery up ... They were bloody slaves those poor 
old men ... If the boat happened to come in when the tide's out, 
well they gotta carry it in. On their shoulders.'*' 
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Rates of pay for those who did receive wages were appallingly low. In 1946 
Bleakley recorded of the 1930s: 'Pre-war it was generally accepted that the rate 
of eamings and the cost of living of the ordinary aboriginal worker was from one-
third to one-half that of the white worker'.'*^ 
Bill Seaton has recalled being paid 2 shillings and sixpence a fortnight for carting 
mail during Roberts' time. Bessie Lymbumer received 7 shillings a week for her 
work as a nurse. Murri nurses on the island scmbbed floors, tended patients and 
delivered the babies for which the white Matron received a bonus. Yardmen 
employed in white homes received only tobacco and ration tickets. Isaac Gundy, 
employed as senior police sergeant has stated: 'I was head man here and I was 
only gettin' £2 10s [per fortnight] for getting my head knocked off .'*^  
Each member of the white staff also received the services of one two men as 
'houseboys' and gardeners.'*" Bradbury's 1932 inspection report noted that it was 
not advocated that 'natives should be placed in positions giving them a 
responsibility', as this would mean competition with whites. He wrote with can-
dour: 'There is a feeling of antagonism amongst some of the staff of the 
Settlements to any scheme which will give the aboriginal any official recognition. 
That such antagonism is bome of jealousy or fear of being supplanted is 
undoubted."** 
Ivy Sam has commented: 
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They didn't do a thing in those days. European ladies. Girls 
looked after their babies. Washed their clothes, ironed, cleaned, 
cooked. So they really lived a ladies life you know. They 
couldn't even go down to the boat, collect their mail or carry their 
parcels up. They had these old Aboriginal men to do all that.'** 
In the late 1930s, those working under the Act but on the mainland were generally 
receiving 30 shillings per week - double the wages paid on the reserve - but were 
paid in hand only a portion of their eamings, regarded as 'pocket money'. The 
'Tmst Fund' system, stemming from the original 1897 legislation, continued 
throughout this era, with the Director remaining tmstee of Murri wages. 
Protectors, usually local police officers, were the arbiters of how much could be 
withdrawn from accounts following 'humble begging' on the part of the owner. 
There are numerous accounts in Queensland's history of people waiting outside 
police stations all day for some of their eamings. Sometimes this was concluded 
with an instmction from police to 'come back tomorrow'.'*' Monty Pryor has 
succinctly defined the Tmst Fund system: 'They had the fund. We had the 
tmst'.'** 
In 1933 the Chief Protector's report briefly noted that funds drawn from Murri 
wages were being used to cover reserve maintenance, clothing, travel, dentistry 
and hospital treatments.'*' All of these expenses could be incurred as a result of 
departmental instmctions. Bleakley noted: 
From the large sums to the credit of these [Aboriginal Savings] 
accounts, it was decided in 1933, to invest £200,000 in 
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Commonwealth Stock at 3 3/4%. Sums aggregating £12,000 of 
settlement balances and £15,280 from other tmst funds, had 
already been invested in State Govemment Inscribed stock at 
4%."" 
Thus, in the midst of the Depression the Aboriginal Tmst Fund was appropriated 
by the Moore Govemment and used to mn reserves. In 1934 the Association for 
the Protection of Native Races protested, noting that 'Aborigines are not now 
credited with the interest received on the [Commonwealth] Savings Bank accounts 
held in tmst for them'. In the four years 1929 to 1933, the Association told the 
Sydney Moming Herald. £56,455 was 'transferred' from the Aboriginal 
Protection Property account 'to supplement departmental votes'. No reply was 
received from the Queensland Govemment to the question of whether Murri 
workers had consented to the retention of their eamings and appropriation of 
interest on their savings accounts'.'" 
In 1934 Henry Kenny, the member for Cook, told Parliament that it had become 
'common knowledge' that 'a number of police had 'made money out of the 
aboriginal' through their roles as 'protectors' of accounts, and as a result had 'big 
banking accounts' themselves."^ The cormption surrounding Murri wages 
continued throughout the decade unabated. Annual departmental reports repeated 
the rhetoric that 'In the case of the deceased aboriginal, immediately following 
death being reported, action is taken to distribute the estate amongst the next of 
kin'."^ Yet an investigation by Public Service inspectors into the department in 
1941 found that the Director had 'failed to make proper inquiries in connection 
with the disposal of bank balances conceming dead or missing aboriginals and 
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their relations'. There was 'a general atmosphere of laxity in the office' and 'the 
Department had to a very great extent failed in its duty of efficiently protecting 
the aboriginals'."" 
The Department's response to the investigation was to replace the Director, rather 
than reform the system of accounting by which Murris were deprived of their 
eamings. Bleakley was found to be an inefficient officer, 'rarely able to answer 
any questions without considerable hesitation', and then fumishing information 
often 'found (and admitted by him) to be incorrect'. To avoid the departmental 
embarrassment of the Director being sacked for 'incompetency and inefficiency' 
- the charges that would have been laid 'under normal circumstances' - the Public 
Service Commissioner recommended that Bleakley undergo an examination before 
a govemment medical board. On 22 August 1941, Bleakley was advised that he 
would be retired from the public service for reasons of ill-health."^ 
In addition to having no control over their wages, reserve residents had 
restrictions on their abilities to spend the small amounts of 'pocket money' made 
available. This was particularly so for Palm Islanders, isolated from the goods 
accessible on the mainland. Applications had to be made to the Superintendent 
for a 'dog ticket' to allow shopping trips to Townsville. Ivy Sam has recalled that 
great problems were experienced in finding accommodation: 
You'd try a boarding house, they'd look at us - 'No room'. So 
you know where we lived? We lived in the watchhouse. And then 
it wasn't safe with the white police. They'd be round at night ... 
Come sneaking round for our womenfolk. Couple of children 
come out of there. "* 
"" Public Service Commissioner to Under Secretary, 29 July 1941. 
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While Palm Islanders had difficulties accessing the mainland, white Australians 
were able to visit Palm Island in large numbers, apart from the cessation of the 
tourist trade during the war years. The resumption of weekly visits by Hayles' 
boats after the war saw hundreds arriving to purchase spears, boomerangs, shells 
and coral from displays. While Gribble opposed tourism as leading to funds for 
gambling, and Dr Bancroft condemned the trade for presenting a false view of the 
island as full of 'contented and happy residents' with the 'sadness, discontent ... 
filth and squalor .., kept out of sight', for Palm Islanders tourism was a source 
of income and prices exacted for goods were sometimes high. This changed in 
the 1940s, when Govemment initiated 'Welfare Committees' took monopoly of 
the trade, and all goods had to be sold to these organisations, which then sold at 
profits which they retained.'" 
As the twentieth century progressed, Palm Islanders increasingly used political 
means to seek better conditions on the island and the payment of wages. A 
'native Council' was established in 1936 and its role was to offer advice regarding 
resident welfare and to 'make suggestions for the removal of grievances and to 
act as an official permanent jury in the law courts'. Initiated during Dr Drew's 
reign, the Council seems to have been taken seriously only for a short period. 
Councillors were unpaid and while elected, their acquisition of positions was also 
dependent upon Superintendent approval. 
Some success was achieved by Willie Thaiday, Alby Kyle, Sid Cerico, Fred 
Brackenbridge, Percy Small wood and George Ryan in securing wages for those 
receiving only rations in 1936, following their negotiations with deputy Chief 
Protector O'Leary. While their initial four shillings per fortnight agreement was 
rescinded after some of the men were caught gambling, it was later regained with 
and increase to seven shillings. However, by 1937 the Reverend Gribble was 
complaining that Superintendent Julian regarded the council as a 'silly' initiative 
' " Gribble, 'Criticisms and Suggestions'; Worker. 20 April 1950, p. 8; 
Bancroft, 'Reminiscences of Palm Island'; Rosser, Dreamtime Night-
mares, p. 134. 
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and that it had ceased to function since the Superintendent refused to call 
meetings."* 
Palm Island's history in this area of social protest was in keeping with the 
emergence, nationally, of indigenous organisations such as the Aborigines 
Progressive Association and later the Aborigines League, through which people 
like William Cooper in Victoria, Joe Anderson, William Ferguson and Jack Patten 
in New South Wales, and William Harris in Westem Australia exposed injustice, 
sought reform, civil rights and the right to land.'" The first Aboriginal day of 
mouming on January 26, 1938, the desertion of Kooris from Cummeraguna 
reserve in New South Wales the following year, upon the arrest of one of the 
APA's members, and the 1946 strike by Aboriginal station workers for better 
wages and conditions in Pilbara, Westem Australia^"" were major political actions 
in the history of Australia of which much is yet to be told and understood. 
Sections of the labour movement also became involved alongside other non-
indigenous supporters to those campaigns. In 1938 the North Oueensland 
Guardian called for 'the close co-operation of all sympathisers' to the APA's 
efforts, and condemned the Govemment's powers to remove Murris to reserves 
and confiscate wages. Challenging these powers was defined as a labour 
movement responsibility. Attention was also directed to Palm Island, where 
'frightful conditions' were said to exist and calls made for an inquiry into the 
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reserve to expose the fraudulent nature of Hanlon's claims that Palm Islanders 
lived in a 'demi-paradise'.^"' 
Press coverage of reserves was limited, however, and Palm Island's isolation and 
the denial of access to reserves by outsiders, other than those approved by the 
Department, ensured that it was difficult for residents to gain access to 
information empowering them to exercise their civil rights. In terms of open 
rebellion, escape from Palm Island became the method which offered the highest 
chances of avoiding a punitive backlash. The location of the reserve, surrounded 
by shark infested waters, made escape a very desperate and brave endeavour. 
Of the nineteen men who absconded in 1932, only eleven were recaptured. All 
of those caught were sentenced to imprisonment and while some retumed to Palm 
Island, others were sent to mainland reserves.^ "^ Some Palm Islanders did manage 
to continue attending gatherings in their own lands and to search and locate 
relations both on Magnetic Island and the main land. Nancy Williams records 
that families continued to receive visits from relations at Pallarenda and Kissing 
Point on Magnetic, despite the repressive sanctions of the Palm Island reserve.^ "^ 
The Sydney Moming Herald reported in March 1932 that a Palm Islander had 
'deserted' on an 'improvised raft made from two logs fastened together by light 
boards' with a blanket as a sail. He had braved cyclonic winds and huge waves 
to arrive at Forrest Home, near Ingham, twenty-six hours later. 'Tippo said it 
was worth the risk to leave the settlement', the report noted: 'He did not care for 
it and did not want to go back',^"" 
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Such bravery was not confined to adults. Fred Clay has recorded, in Rosser's 
work, how he escaped at fifteen years of age by 'jumping a train' to Ingham, 
before he was arrested at gun point, imprisoned in the town and then deported 
back to the reserve.^ "^ Palm Islanders would swim around the jetty to avoid water 
police and in 1931 a resident swam the mile wide channel to Brisk Island from 
Eclipse. Gribble reported in this same year that a Palm Islander had retumed to 
his country on the Mitchell River several times: 'once he crossed to the mainland 
from Palm Island on a log, no mean feat'.^ "* 
While isolation on Punishment Island was used as the punitive deterrent to escape, 
many people managed to flee this island as well. Ivy Sam has stated: 
Sometimes - I think they must have been lonely - they used to 
swim back to see their families. Police pick them straight up, take 
them straight back. Another chap was put over here on Curacoa, 
and he used to swim back. Swim back to Wallaby Point. It was 
very dangerous then, the channel over at Eclipse.^"' 
By 1938 the Chief Protector's reports would refer simply to 'the usual numbers 
of escapes having occurred'. No reflection on the nature of Palm Island reserve, 
from which so many had chosen to flee, was forthcoming. Instead Bleakley 
reported that 'in not one case was any complaint made against treatment' and he 
ascribed the incidents to 'homesickness or wanderlust'.^"* Efforts to recapture the 
numerous escapees resulted in a good deal of expense for the Home Department. 
Arrest usually occurred at or near Innisfail; police escorts would convey prisoners 
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to Townsville, where Native Police would have to transport them back to the 
island.^"' 
If Dora Birtles' assessment was correct, and most Australians did 'not want to 
know' about reserves like Palm Island in this era, there was at least some 
overseas interest in Australia's race relations. It seems ironic that by the late 
1930s, white Australians would mobilise against the racial slaughter and 
imperialism of Nazi Germany, when, in the early 1930s, Australia's own domestic 
race relations were defined as exclusivist, segregationist and historied with the 
'punitive expedition'. This definition was provided by a German diplomat to 
Australia who later converted to National Socialism and joined the Nazi party. 
Rudolf Asmis' 1935 report to the German Foreign Office has recently come to 
light in the article: 'A "Nazi" Assessment of Australian Racial Policy from 1935' 
by Konrad Kwiet and Olaf Reinhardt. Written following 'manifold contacts' with 
Australian anthropologists, missionaries, officials and pastoralists, and an official 
trip to the Northem Territory, Asmis' report concluded that on reserves 
Aboriginal people experienced 'extensive restrictions in respect of freedom of 
residence, of movement and of employment opportunities'. The history of race 
relations in Australia was, he wrote, one of atrocities, hunts, shootings and 
poisonings, making it 'one of the darkest chapters in the history of the relation-
ships between two races'.^'" 
While Asmis had been directed to find evidence of racial inequality in countries 
expressing outrage over German attacks on Jews, it was not difficult for Asmis 
to find the proof he needed, and the themes of discrimination, segregation and 
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bmtality towards Aboriginal people continued to be the flavour of Australian race 
relations throughout the war years. It combined with fervent hatred induced by 
war and the implementation of these same themes in relationship to German 
residents in Australia.^" These two areas of racial scapegoating combined in the 
dual deportations of both Superintendent and residents of Cape Bedford (now 
Hopevale) Lutheran Mission in 1942, 
Cape Bedford's Superintendent was of German descent and he became the subject 
of war-time anti-German hysteria, surveilled by the Army as 'a potential 
problem',^'^ Therese Forde has written: 
When local whites also claimed that the Aborigines were disloyal, 
the army moved in. At dawn on the moming of 17 May, 1942, a 
convoy of tmcks arrived at the mission to remove the Aborigines 
and take the missionary into intemment. The mission itself was 
levelled; crops of maize, sweet potatoes and fmit were flattened, 
and the R.A.A.F. built an aerodrome and mnway on the site. '^^  
Cape Bedford people were put aboard the steamer Poonbar. They arrived in 
Caims that evening, having not been fed all day, when they were loaded onto 
train carriages 'like cages', under direction from soldiers. 'On Tuesday the train 
stopped at Cardwell', writes Forde, 'and the people were fed for the first time 
since Sunday moming'. At Townsville a group of elderly people were separated 
and sent to Palm Island.^'" 
Emma [Yirbil] was amongst those sent to the island and in 1943 she wrote of her 
ordeal to Reverend W. Poland, who read of 'how horrified she was when she saw 
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the crowd of strange people there': 'We have lost our home' wrote Emma, 'and 
now have to die'.^'^ The remaining 235 people from Cape Bedford were moved 
over 10(X) kilometres by train and cattle tmck to Woorabinda where 60 of them 
died shortly afterwards, '^* 
Palm Island received another large group of arrivals in 1942, many of whom were 
Afro-Americans, when Wallaby Point came under American occupation as a naval 
base and sick bay. Japan's advances into south-east Asia and the take-over of 
New Guinea created panic in North Queensland, escalated by three, albeit 
unsuccessful, bombings of the port of Townsville in the years 1942 to 1943. 
Japanese planes flew over Palm Island and the reserve practiced blackouts in this 
period. The island's close proximity to the explosive area of the Pacific war 
explains the American presence on Palm, while the large proportion of Afro-
Americans was probably the outcome of General Mac Arthur's agreement with the 
Curtin Govemment's request that troops be racially segregated into camps in 
North Queensland. In this way contact between white Australian women and 
black American men was minimised.^" 
The American occupation lasted for eighteen months, while the numbers of 
residents on the reserve declined. Recmitment of white staff became difficult 
because of the island's vulnerability to attack, and during the height of panic in 
1942 the evacuation of white female staff and their children was ordered. The 
Convent school and St Anne's staff evacuated to Ravenswood, and others to 
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various parts of the mainland. No such protection was afforded Murri women 
and children on the island. '^* 
The war years also witnessed the departure of 'mobile gangs' of reserve Murris 
for employment in essential industries, with 2,800 indigenous workers employed 
in the pastoral industry state-wide by 1943. Palm Islanders found themselves 
alongside workers from Cherbourg, Yarrabah and Woorabinda, and in the 
canefields, maize and com crops of North Queensland they laboured alongside 
Italian intemees.^" Others worked on Magnetic Island - some as young as twelve 
years of age - as roustabouts at the holiday resort at Arcadia, at the guest house 
and the pineapple farm at Horseshoe Bay. Women were often employed both on 
stations and as domestic workers in towns.^ ^" 
Palm Islanders were confined to barracks in the pastoral industry and were signed 
onto twelve month contracts, under the Act, and subject to the Tmst Fund 
manipulation of their wages. Those working on stations frequently had separate 
eating areas to labourers who were not under the Act. One informant has 
described how 'On some stations they put you outside but let you carve up your 
own meat, but separate from the house. On other stations they wouldn't let you 
touch the food whatsoever'.^^' Once contracts had expired Palm Islanders had to 
retum to the reserve to seek Superintendent approval before retuming to the 
mainland, and then they could not go back to the island, even for a holiday. 
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Those who retumed to Palm before the contract expired were immediately 
imprisoned. ^ ^^  
For as long as war recmits drained the white labour supply, Murris and Torres 
Strait Islanders gained increased access to the labour force. Many were, 
however, prevented from entering the armed services, while others were accepted, 
and some of the elders of Palm Island were indignant upon finding that when they 
cited their residence as the reserve they were immediately rebuffed by recmiting 
officers,^ ^^ Robert A, Hall's The Black Diggers (1989) notes that while much 
confusion emerged at recmiting stations because of changing policies, and despite 
formal bars, more than 3,000 indigenous people enlisted in Australia's war effort. 
Both Torres Strait Islanders and Aboriginal people recmited to the defence labour 
force eventually mutinied in 1944, over their pay rates which were only one-half 
of the rates paid to white recmits. The subsequent inquiry found that members 
of the Torres Strait Defence Force were owed £30,000,0(X) in back pay but the 
money was never received.^ ^" 
During the war years Palm Island experienced shortages of food, tobacco and 
petrol. Thursday Islanders on Palm Island lost their boats when they were 
destroyed on the orders of the Director during the period of Pacific war panic, 
and while their owners were working on the mainland. Fears regarding Palm 
were heightened with the location of an unexploded practice bomb at the back of 
the island in Febmary, 1942. In April a United States' plane crashed into the sea 
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off Palm Island, and while the only Australian aboard survived, seven U.S. 
airmen were killed.^ ^^ 
Palm Islanders, then, felt the threat of warfare in a more immediate sense than 
did most resident Australians. They also experienced the social impact of the 
presence of American troops which became so historically significant in 
Queensland, and many speak with amusement of the luxuries and entertainments 
provided by these visitors to the reserve. Jack and Jean Sibley recall the 
Americans flying acrobatically in their aeroplanes, show-riding their horses up the 
streets of the reserve and being generally exhibitionist. Palm Island boys were 
taken for rides on their sea planes, cartons of cigarettes thrown over dormitory 
fences and food and clothing freely distributed amongst reserve residents.^ ^* In 
the context of the austerity of reserves, these actions created a good deal of 
excitement. 
More reaction was created, however, by the willingness of U.S. troops to ignore 
reserve regulations and enter the female dormitories. If caught during the 
evenings the men were taken to gaol by military police and banned from the 
reserve area for two week periods.^^' Mrs Sibley can recall walking back to the 
dormitory from the hospital one moming and being followed by American troops, 
of whom she felt afraid: 
When I looked back I see these two Americans trotting behind me 
- so I thought I'd gallop too. I did gallop and they were after me. 
I raced into the dormitory and I said: 'The Americans are 
coming.' Everybody starts screamin' and they were right in the 
dormitory, these Yanks. They couldn't stop 'em - even the 
225 
226 
227 
Jack and Jean Sibley, Interview with author. Palm Island, 6 July 1990; 
Mrs Krause, Interview with Chris Halse, Palm Island, 6 January 1985; 
Correspondence with Chris Halse, 3 March 1992. 
ibid.; Mrs Sibley in Nutley, Palm Island - Five Oral Histories, p. 37. 
ibid. 
235. 
manager. They said come on girls, we'll take you out for a walk. 
We said no, we're not allowed... They opened up all the doors.^ ^* 
Despite sanctions, some of the Americans managed to have affairs with Palm 
Island women. About two hundred Afro-American troops resided at Cannon Bay 
where they had a dance hall brightly lit, and football matches were also held with 
Palm Islanders. Their presence on the island was equated with a sense of security 
as well as social excitement and access to goods not otherwise available.^ '^ 
The cessation of war and the subsequent period of industrial transformation in 
Australia, facilitated by the large scale entry of migrants into the workforce under 
govemment fostered programs, also saw the pragmatic shift of dominant racial 
ideologies away from nineteenth century notions of racial purity, towards the 
concept of assimilation to 'the Australian Way of Life.' Post-War Australia was 
dominated by the concepts of monoculture and homogeneity, and the pressure was 
upon both migrants and indigenous Australians to drop all evidence of cultural 
distinctiveness.^^" For Murris, govemment policy had shifted from the protection-
ist era of 'doomed race' theories, to a consciousness that indigenous people were 
numerically increasing, and a strategy designed to win their hearts and minds to 
the white world view, through a combination of indoctrination and force. By the 
early 1940s the ethnocentric arrogance of white Australia was expressed in the 
notion that 'merging' was now the 'inevitable fate'^ '^ of Aboriginal people. 
Home Secretary Hanlon conveyed the unashamed assumptions of superiority 
behind this philosophy telling the House in 1939 that: 
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...nobody with any common sense can suggest that there is room 
for the survival of the Aboriginal in Queensland today with his 
own laws and customs... We have to realise that they cannot 
survive unless they alter their standards to comply with those of the 
white population. ...It is suggested that we should allow them to 
live their own lives, but their own lives do not offer anything very 
attractive to them.^ ^^  
In 1946 amendments to the Act were introduced, with a preliminary note referring 
to the 'comparative backwardness of the aboriginal race in acquiring the arts of 
European civilisation', as justification for the continued subjection of Murris to 
separate laws from the white population.^ ^^ Prior to this set of regulations, Torres 
Strait Islanders had already been govemed by provisions which allowed a degree 
of local govemment on the islands. Changes in 1946 made laws pertaining to 
indigenous people more uniform by introducing elected councils on Murri 
reserves. However, the Superintendent remained in final control, with powers to 
declare candidates ineligible, and to control council proceedings.^^ 
'Welfare Committees' were also established on reserves and these bodies were 
fostered to organise sports, arts, crafts and gardening competitions, between 
reserves as part of the assimilationist strategy. While Palm Islanders undertook 
the work involved in these areas, each of the eighteen committees came under the 
direction of a member of white staff. Other officially sanctioned activities on the 
reserve in this period included English-style dancing, film presentations, and the 
performance of marching tunes by the brass band.^ ^* 
^ QPD, Vol CLXXIV, (1939), p. 486. 
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In the 1940s Palm Islanders, like most Australians, became the recipients of 
expanded welfare services provided by State and Federal Govemments. The 
difference for Murris, however, was that there was little information available as 
to what the provisions were, or the reasons for them, and in the vast number of 
cases, no control over monetary entitlements. While new Commonwealth 
Matemity Allowances were introduced in 1943, these were only payable to those 
women deemed 'half blood' by the Department of Native Affairs, and who lived 
a European lifestyle. The same was tme of invalid and old age pensions in 
relation to Murris on stations, missions or reserves. 'Needless to say' comments 
William de Mari^ 'the Treasurer was not faced with the spectre of large welfare 
expenditure'.^^* 
A 'Baby Welfare Clinic' was established on Palm Island in 1947. This entailed 
a 'Matemity Section' where all pregnant women were forced to undergo 
compulsory blood tests for syphilis, and a 'Babies Home' where children under 
five years, if deemed underweight by the Matron, were taken from their mothers 
and kept in the institution. Palm Island mothers with infants were compelled to 
attend the clinic weekly, where their children were stripped, inspected and 
weighed. Failure to do so resulted in up to one week in gaol.^ '^ 
The 1941 Child Endowment Act stipulated that on reserves and missions payment 
of endowment for Aboriginal children may be 'applied to the general mainte-
nance, training and advancement of children residing on that reserve, settlement 
or mission' rather than going to mothers. On Palm Island the number of mothers 
not receiving endowment for their children vastly outweighed those who did. In 
1949, for example, there were 299 children confined to Palm Island dormitories. 
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for whom payment went to the institutions, while a mere 47 women were in 
receipt of endowment.^ ^* 
1942 marked the Federal decision to grant social service payments to those who 
had State Exemption Certificates. This restriction of access to welfare provisions 
to all but the minority of Queensland Murris - those regarded as moving towards 
Europeanisation - remained in place until the passing of the Social Services Act 
of 1959. While Aboriginal people were then entitled to unemployment benefits, 
no attempt was made to incorporate those in remote areas into the social security 
system.^ '^ 
For the remainder of the twentieth century govemment welfare policies would 
have a major impact on the lives of Palm Islanders. So, too the problems of 
isolation, underfunding, inappropriate and inadequate staffing, ill-health and poor 
housing would continue as features of Palm Island lives. These issues, combined 
with the limited and oppressive employment experiences available on the reserve, 
and the peak in police interference and bmtality in the 1950s, would culminate in 
the most serious challenge to white mle in Palm Island's history, with the strike 
by Palm Island workers in 1957. 
Throughout the time of 'many superintendents', Palm Islanders had been subjected 
to an authoritarian control reminiscent of the convict period, with institutionalisa-
tion a dominant theme of their lives. The mling attitudes and operations of an 
apartheid-like system of health care, housing and food supplies had translated as 
life and death issues for Murri residents. In this way, the experience of violence 
and bmtality had not been limited to the earlier frontier setting, but extended into 
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the reserve period, both through official measures of discipline and control, and 
in the stmctured neglect that had taken the lives of so many. 
Palm Island's elders speak of these times with an awareness that their often very 
difficult stmggles have made them a strong people. They tell their stories without 
bittemess, but with a clear sense of the pitfalls of historical amnesia, and a 
concem to pass their stories onto the young. 'You can forgive,' stated Ivy Sam, 
'but you can never forget. '^ "" 
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CHAPTER 6 
Fantome Island, Phantom Welfare 
We have survived the whiteman's world 
And the horror and the torment of the old 
We have survived the whiteman's world 
And you know, you can't change that. 
No Fixed Address' 
If the time of many superintendents had witnessed grave problems of ill-health 
and excessive death rates on Palm Island, then the theme of survival in the 
face of inadequate nourishment, shelter, sanitation and general health care was 
demonstrated in even more exaggerated form only six miles across from Palm 
on neighbouring Fantome Island. It was here that the victims of diseases 
brought by colonisation, dispossession, and reserve environments were shunted 
and confined, tom from their families, institutionalised and subjected like 
guinea-pigs to dmgs which caused people to faint, vomit, sweat, tremor and 
literally shrink in size and strength. 
Like its adjacent counterpart on Palm Island, the Fantome reserve served 
multi-layered functions. Fantome Island's history, initially as a lock-hospital 
for victims of venereal diseases and later as a health screening centre, a 
leprosarium and a place to which people were sent as punishment, was to 
become graphically embodied in the development of an expanding burial 
ground. From 1928 to 1973, Fantome Island existed as a hidden fourth-world 
community in a first-world country, with a death rate that had reached almost 
14 percent of its population of 156 in 1932. During the years 1935 and 1936, 
the death rate on the island was approximately ten times the cmde death rate 
Cited in D.J. McClay, 'Surviving The Whiteman's World: Adult 
Education in Aboriginal Society', PhD thesis. University of 
Queensland, 1988. 
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for Queensland generally. For Fantome Islanders, this translated as the loss of 
77 lives over the mere three years from 1935 to 1937.^  While official figures 
are incomplete, at least 100 deaths were recorded for the leprosarium alone in 
the period from 1945 to 1966.^  This perhaps explains why, if little attention 
has been paid to Palm Island by non-Aboriginal historians, the silence 
surrounding Fantome Island is deafening." The implications of genocide are all 
too clear. 
The overwhelming majority of patients detained on Fantome Island suffered 
from diseases not known to indigenous people prior to the arrival of the 
colonisers. While various instances of ill-health are inevitably experienced by 
any community, early written European records frequently commented on the 
apparent good health and freedom from disease evident in the Aboriginal 
people they encountered. Small group sizes, lifestyles involving frequent 
Fantome Island's death rate (per thousand) in 1935 was 130.4, 
compared to Queensland's cmde rate (per thousand) of 9.16. In 1936, 
Fantome Island's rate was 81.2, while Queensland's cmde rate was 
8.78. 
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exercise and a nutritious diet discouraged the development of ill-health and the 
spread of disease.* In the pre-invasion period, indigenous people of the land 
mass now known as Australia enjoyed much better health, on the whole, than 
did their English contemporaries.* 
The introduction of diseases such as smallpox, syphilis, measles and leprosy 
was responsible for much of the death toll in north Queensland, as it was in 
other parts of Australia,' and hence contributed significantly to white 
Australia's colonial hegemony. Dispossession from lands was fundamental to 
this process, since the destmction of Aboriginal economies directly resulted in 
Aboriginal ill-health. The loss of any community's ability to feed itself, and 
the malnutrition which results, lowers resistance to infectious diseases, while 
parasitic diseases may reduce the ability to absorb nutrition from the food that 
is available.* 
This process has clearly not been confined to Australia. Lesley Doyal's The 
Political Economy of Health comments on the early effects of colonial 
expansion world-wide: 
One of the most immediately visible effects of imperialism has 
been the spread of infectious disease.... From the sixteenth 
century onwards, European expansion unleashed a series of 
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catastrophic epidemics in every comer of the globe.... Although 
the spread of infection was often unintentional, it clearly 
reinforced the genocidal policies carried out in many white 
settler territories.' 
The spread of introduced diseases to those with little resistance caused alarm 
amongst white Australian society in the early twentieth century and fostered the 
racial sentiments behind the white Australia policy and support for an apartheid 
system of reserve segregation. Yet the reserve institution itself, with its 
stationary and often under-fed populations, its inappropriately designed and 
overcrowded housing and its communal dining rooms, had served to exacerbate 
health problems and the spread of cross-infection. 
The constmction of a lock-hospital on Fantome Island was in this context part 
of what Raymond Evans has defined as 'the chain reaction which a 
segregationist strategy sets in motion'. The Queensland Govemment had to 
search constantly for further outposts, for its motivation was the removal of a 
perceived problem, rather than an attempt to resolve its underlying causes.'" 
Plans for Fantome Island reserve were constmcted in the context of desires to 
intensify white settlement in North Queensland and anxious public debate 
conceming the assurance of 'safe white settlement' in the region. In the 
1930s, E.M. Hanlon, then Minister for Health and Home Affairs, rationalised 
the Govemment's medical control of Murris on reserves as necessary to ensure 
that 'a very grave danger to our own health can be removed.'" 
It was in 1925 that J.W. Bleakley's report noted the continuing prevalence of 
venereal disease in the Gulf and eastem coastal region, including Palm reserve. 
' ibid., pp. 101-102. 
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and recorded that a site had been chosen for the constmction of a hospital on 
Fantome Island. A major consideration in the choice of Fantome was its close 
proximity to Palm, which was regarded as useful to Govemment 'economy' 
since the resident medical staff on the main reserve could be drafted into this 
additional responsibility.'^ The Govemment's actions in the field of actual 
medical attention were decidedly tokenistic here - a Palm Island doctor was to 
visit twice weekly, and in practice, at times not at all, while a wardsman was 
to be entmsted to administer medications to more than 200 people.'^ In 1926 
Fantome Island building work was commenced with a view to the institution 
taking patients who were previously 'dealt with' at the Normanton and 
Townsville hospitals and in the Cooktown Gaol. However a cyclone 
demolished the partially erected hospital and its opening was delayed until 
1928.'" 
The numbers confined to the lock-hospital more than doubled each year during 
the period 1930 to 1933. Govemment reports echo a note of reluctance 
regarding the care of these patients, Bleakley recorded in this period that 
'chronic cases' were 'an economic problem' since the Home Department found 
it 'at least necessary to give sufficient treatment to keep them well'.'* Two 
epidemics of influenza had stmck Fantome Islanders in the twelve months of 
1932. Bleakley seemed to accept that the island would function partially as a 
graveyard for those afflicted with the most socially unacceptable and feared of 
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diseases, and who carried the further stigma of being black. The death rate of 
13.65 percent in this year was, he wrote, 'not surprising' given 'the condition 
of many of the cases on admission', and so could even be described as 'good 
under the circumstances'.'* 
The use of Fantome Island from 1936 as a general health 'clearing station' for 
all those sent to Palm was facilitated by changes to the 'protection' Act in 
1934. While the rapid expansion of Fantome's population meant that by 1933 
the staff reportedly had 'difficulty in adequately coping', the amending 
legislation of 1934, with its provision for compulsory submission to medical 
examinations, exacerbated the problem of overcrowding." 
Early twentieth century attitudes to venereal disease reflected deep-seated fears 
about the breakdown of late Victorian sexual morality and this became 
enmeshed with racial hostilities, anxieties and stereotypes, which in tum were 
used to deny white responsibilities regarding the spread of infection amongst 
indigenous people. Reporting on Fantome's condition in 1934, Bleakley 
argued: 'one has to accept that, owing to their nature and often their 
condition, these people are over-sexed'.'* Authoritarian moral sanctioning and 
physical banishment heavily outweighed concems for recovery, and in 1933 Dr 
Raphael Cilento commented of his visit to the island that while victims of 
syphilis received medical attention, those suffering from gonorrhoea - 'and 
almost all have gonorrhoea' - simply cannot have any useful attention and 
remain apparently fixtures'." That a punitive mentality flavoured official 
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operations on the island is particularly evident in the treatment of women. Up 
until complaints were made by Deputy Superintendent, F.H. Julian, in the late 
1930s, female patients on Fantome had their feet chained.^" 
The decision in 1939 to expand the island's functions to include a leprosarium 
followed official surveys into the incidence of leprosy in Murri populations and 
literal hunts by police to 'round up' victims of the disease. The State 
govemment received federal assistance for the institution and from 1940 it 
relinquished administrative responsibility on Fantome to the Australian Sisters 
of Our Lady of Help, a Roman Catholic organisation of women.^' In each of 
the three institutions - the lock-hospital, screening centre and leprosarium - the 
practices of Westem medicine were imposed upon Murris without consent. 
Murri medicine practices have traditionally involved preventative and holistic 
approaches, with an emphasis upon self-responsibility to maintain a healthy and 
balanced physical, emotional and spiritual state. Indigenous medicine is 
inextricably linked to land based cultural beliefs and efforts to avoid ill-health 
are based on laws which govem behaviour. Janice Reid notes: 
Preventative measures can include avoiding foods prohibited 
during ceremonies or life crises, obeying ritual proscriptions, 
taking care not to abuse one's land or tresspass on the territories 
of others, avoiding prohibited sacred sites ... observing debts 
and obligations to others, containing anger, violence or jealousy, 
exercising caution in interactions with strangers and taking steps 
to avoid sorcery or open conflict with others.... Aboriginal 
medical resources include herbal medicines, diet, extemal 
remedies such as ochre, smoke, steam and heat, the skills of the 
healer, and ... procedures for restoring harmony.^ ^ 
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While records of both Murri residents and white health workers on Palm Island 
in this period have noted the successes of indigenous medicine men in healing 
the sick,^ ^ the process of colonisation and christianisation increasingly 
marginalised the community's own healers in favour of the dominance of 
Westem practices. Dr Cecil Cook was responsible for an extensive survey of 
leprosy conducted between 1923 and 1925 and published by the 
Commonwealth Govemment in 1927. Cook expressed the popular belief that 
the subjection of Murris to Westem medical procedures should be enforced 
through detention, since 'the aboriginal ... (had) careless and irresponsible 
habits' which rendered it 'impossible to keep him under observation, or to 
submit him to a course of treatment unless he was under restraint' .^ " 
Dr Raphael Cilento became heavily involved in the process of removals to 
Fantome Island in the early 1930s. Accompanied by the police superintendent 
of Gordonvale, he engaged in attempts to surprise camps in North Queensland 
and wrote of how, setting out at 5.00 a.m. in September 1931, 'We caught and 
examined most of those we wanted but there were several whom the police 
themselves have been hunting for months and these got away.' Camps were 
frequently deserted upon wamings that the doctor and police were approaching, 
'the sight of the ambulance', wrote Cilento, 'was to send them scuttling from 
any camp into the bush'.^* In this way, the agents of Queensland's medical 
'care' were the representatives of colonial authority and force, and inspired no 
more tmst than their administrative and police counterparts. 
From 1928 Murris were removed to Fantome Island in chains. This practice 
occurred well before the legislation of 1934, Cilento recording in 1931 of how 
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he and Police Superintendent Lidstone caught 'a young and powerful 
aboriginal' whose 'tell tale heart fluttered the skin like a captive bird'. Having 
enforced questionnaires and examinations on the man's camp, Cilento wrote: 
'I felt a curious little pang of pity and remorse just as I have always felt when 
I have seen natives charge into rifle fire or some other hopeless opposition.' 
At the completion of more than 100 miles of travel in hunting the sick, Cilento 
recorded: 'Everything I did was unauthorised, most of it illegal, and it all 
went along like a song.'^ * 
The use of enforced confinement as part of the State's medical procedures had 
a longstanding history in relation to victims of contagious diseases in 
Queensland. Venereal disease was the most devastating of introduced sickness 
for Murris. Dismptions to the economic and personal foundations of family 
life resulted in the disarray of traditional marital and sexual practices and to 
survival through prostitution. In addition, there was no traditional mechanism 
to combat the disease.^' In 1868 Queensland had introduced the punitive 
Contagious Diseases Act for the incarceration of prostitutes. Kay Saunders 
and Helen Taylor note: 
The Queensland Health Act Amendment Act of 1911 replaced 
the contagious diseases legislation, but at the same time it 
maintained its most salient punitive feature - the lock hospital 
system. This was an enclosed hospital modelled upon prison 
regulations and conditions in which prostitutes suffering from 
sexually transmitted diseases were compulsorily detained.^ * 
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While the new legislation provided for free medication in State funded 
hospitals, women labelled 'common prostitutes' were incarcerated in the lock-
hospital transferred from the Brisbane General Hospital grounds to the prison 
complex at Park Road, Dutton Park.^' In relation to Queensland's charitable 
institutions generally - its lunatic and benevolent asylums, lazarets, lock-
hospitals, reception houses and inebriate asylums - Raymond Evans notes that 
Queensland's penal background influenced the confusion of hospital and prison 
responsibilities with the use of islands for punitive, authoritarian outposts as 
the logical outcome of this history.'" 
In 1908 the Westem Australian Govemment initiated the lock-hospital scheme 
for confinement of indigenous people infected with venereal disease. 'From 
1908 to 1918' writes Mary Ann Jebb, 'Aboriginal men and women believed to 
be suffering from venereal disease were collected from isolated areas of the 
north and north east of Westem Australia and segregated on Dorre and Bemier 
Islands, thirty miles from Camarvon.''' Like their later Queensland 
counterpart, these institutions were 'primarily a punitive solution to a medical 
problem', and the death rate 'was found to be alarmingly high'.'^ It was so 
high, in fact, that in 1936 Daisy Bates described these islands as 'the tombs of 
the living dead'.'' 
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In Queensland, while no lock hospital was designed specifically for removal of 
Murris who had venereal disease until after World War I, many had already 
been deported to reserves, particularly Eraser Island. Victims of leprosy were 
also segregated and sometimes abandoned off the mainland to Great Lizard and 
later Fitzroy and Harrett Islands, while Dayman Island became a reception 
centre from 1899. The centre was closed shortly after the passage of the 1892 
Leprosy Act, with Murri inmates transferred to Friday Island in the Torres 
Strait, and Europeans to Stradbroke Island. These were both closed in 1910 
when a lazaret at Peel Island in Moreton Bay was established for all detected 
sufferers.'" 
The 1892 legislation, with its emphasis upon detention and isolation, made no 
stipulations regarding lazaret conditions and did not require that attendants 
have any medical knowledge. The Minister could direct examination and 
confinement of all reported cases. Raymond Evans writes of the process: 
Once successfully segregated, both racially and sexually, and 
with limited medical aid, there was virtually no relief from the 
psychological torture of watching others slowly deteriorating in 
advanced stages of the disease, and knowing that one must 
eventually reach this terrible condition too.'* 
This history formed the background to the decision to establish a lock-hospital 
and later the lazaret on Fantome Island. The presence of troops brought a rise 
in the number of notifications of venereal disease, during and immediately 
after World War I, while leprosy and other diseases were increasingly regarded 
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as a threat to white society in Queensland.'* In medical terms, the context for 
the establishment of Fantome Island's institutions was characterised by the 
dominance of the 'laboratory model' of public health programs. 
Drawing upon the definitions provided by sociologist N. Jewson, Lesley Doyal 
identifies three stages in the historical development of westem medicine - from 
the 'bedside' approach, to 'hospital' and 'laboratory medicine'. The ill-health 
created by mass urbanisation in Britain at the end of the 1800s saw the 
establishment of enormous hospitals, and moves away from the centrality of 
the patient to a stmcture in which patients were increasingly objectified as 
'cases'. With the development of germ theories of disease in the late 
nineteenth century, medical practice moved into the laboratory phase where, 
writes Doyal, 'doctors were able to probe even deeper into the workings of 
human bodies, paying less and less attention to the social and economic 
environment within which these bodies lived their lives.'" 
It was in this context of perceptions of patients as objects to be manipulated 
that Fantome Island lock-hospital commenced operations. Indeed, a laboratory 
was established as part of the facilities, and Fantome was perceived by its 
medical officer as providing 'a most interesting mass of clinical material'.'* 
The hospital was increasingly regarded by medical 'experts' and administrators 
as well situated for 'investigation purposes' and as 'practically a closed 
experiment in health care'." 
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Lack of trained and adequate staff was frequently noted in early govemment 
reports of the island, and when Palm Island was without a medical 
superintendent for several months in 1935, so too was the lock-hospital."" One 
informant recalls that she was sent to Fantome Island in the 1930s as a nurse, 
arriving to find that there was no doctor, no other nurses and about 150 
patients."' In addition, patients were used to save departmental funds by being 
put to a variety of jobs, including police work, cooking, wood-cutting, grounds 
work, garbage and sanitary jobs."^ 
Govemment attention had been summoned to Fantome Island in 1930 when the 
Nevitt Inquiry into Palm reserve also examined complaints from the lock-
hospital. Gregory Clarke handed a letter to Nevitt stating that the wardsman, 
Albert Morecombe, had threatened to shoot him and that alcohol was being 
supplied to patients. Having restricted his inquiries to conversation with 
Superintendent Curry and two policemen, Nevitt dismissed the complaints, 
though he did note that 'a great number of complaints were made on several 
items on the ration list'. Wardsman Morecombe was later suspended for 
dmnkenness and then resigned."' 
In 1932 Bleakley noted that while a 'regrettable' number of female children 
had been admitted to the hospital, discharges appeared small in comparison and 
there had been 'much wearisome, non-progressive work and many 
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disappointments'."" The island's isolation meant supplies of food and medical 
staff from neighbouring Palm were essential, yet these were unobtainable 
during periods of bad weather and in the absence of a suitable launch in the 
mid 1930s. Moreover, the Govemment's poor choice of a site for the lock-
hospital, at the back of Juno Bay which was surrounded by coral reef, meant 
that boats were unable to row in through the last 1(X) metres of the joumey to 
the island. In the absence of a jetty - a situation which existed into the late 
1960s - the task of taking goods to the island was a laborious one."* Soil 
condition for the growing of food was poor, although some crops had 
succeeded by the late 1930s."* 
A significant rate of false positive tests occurred in attempts to detect syphilis 
because of the technical inadequacies of the tests used and as a result of 
biological reasons, such as other infections. The report of the Department of 
Health and Home Affairs noted of venereal disease generally in the mid 1930s 
that 'slipshod methods are altogether too common', and that 'spot diagnosis' of 
discharges and sores were often 'unsupported by the necessary microscopic and 
serologic tests and aids' required for adequate diagnosis. 
Treatment consisted of injections of Salvarsan, an arsenic compound developed 
by German Nobel laureate Ehrlich, which killed the spirochete, the organism 
causing syphilis. Although the dmg was effective in this task, it was also toxic 
and required a painful regime of injections for up to two years. While 
evidence indicates that Fantome Island patients suffered ill-effects from the 
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dmg, no altemative was available until the development of penicillin in 1943, 
and this dmg was not released for civilian use until 1944."' 
In the period 1940 to 1941, Public Service Inspectors D.W. Johnson and CD. 
O'Brien visited the lock-hospital and fumished a series of reports to the 
Department of Health and Home Affairs, noting that State health regulations 
were not abided by, nor even known to staff on the island. In addition, 
removals to Fantome had been conducted without the necessary paper work, 
including medical certificates, and hence were illegal. The inspectors 
recommended that inmates would be persuaded to remain in the hospital if 
officials used the threat of 'a fine of £20 or imprisonment in a mainland gaol 
for six months' upon those 'disinclined to obey' decisions to confine them."* 
Despite Fantome Island's status as a State-mn hospital, Murri patients, unlike 
their white counterparts elsewhere, had fees of 21- per day extracted from their 
bank accounts in payment for their confinement."' Yet Johnson and O'Brien 
reported that food supplies were inadequate, with vitamin contents 
'dangerously low', and there was a 'complete absence of fresh or dried fmits 
and fresh vegetables, except potatoes and onions'. In the absence of any 
official ration list. Deputy Superintendent Julian merely gave patients 'what 
"he thought they should have"'. In addition, staff were not adequately trained 
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and some of the patients 'for some not clearly defined reasons' were not being 
treated. 
'Nurse' Bmmm had only a midwifery certificate. While untrained as a general 
nurse, she was given the task of intravenous injections with 'no instmction on 
the subject by any medical man'. While lay Superintendent Julian had shown 
her how to perform the job, he had never actually witnessed her doing it. 
Moreover, Julian himself, with no medical training and no instmction on 
dosages, had been 'compelled to work out his own doses' and complained that 
he had received 'little or no direction in the treatment of V.D.'*" 
The inspection report also noted that records were inadequately kept, 
examinations and diagnoses not recorded, and that visiting Dr Courtney 
'admitted he did not make any entries or sign anything during his visits'. 
Blood tests were infrequently conducted and the general treatments for both 
syphilis and gonorrhoea were 'very unsatisfactory'. Quoting a number of 
patient history cards to justify their criticisms, Johnson and O'Brien cited of an 
18-year-old female: 'No action was apparently taken about the positive blood 
tests, which indicated infection either with syphilis or yaws. There is no 
record that Dr CA. Courtney ever examined or even saw the patient.' A 
thirty-year-old male admitted for venereal disease had not been smear-tested 
prior to diagnosis and treatment. The case of another thirty-year-old male was 
cited: 
Here is a patient admitted with, and treated as having, 
gonorrhoea for whom no smear has every been taken to establish 
the diagnosis. This is a most alarming procedure, as the taking 
and examination of a smear is very simple, but very important. 
The dose of dmg (M&B 693) ordered is inadequate. There is 
no record that Dr Courtney ever saw or examined this patient. 
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There is no record of other essential treatment, such as prostatic 
massage, having been performed.*' 
Moreover, in defiance of health regulations, cured and arrested cases were 
reported to be detained in the lock-hospital 'owing largely to "housing 
difficulties" at Palm Island Settlement'. Muni staff on the island, which 
included children employed as domestics, lived either in the village or 
dormitories 'where they sleep in the same room as patients with venereal 
disease .... A case of venereal disease in one of the staff was brought to our 
notice.' Described as 'most astounding' was the detention of husband, wives 
and children of patients with venereal disease where only one member of the 
family was infected.'*^ In these instances the State had clearly assumed the 
right to imprison people on no other basis than the colour of their skins. 
The inspectors then described as 'a classic illustration of the bungling 
administration of the Sub-Department' the case history of a woman and her 
husband who were removed to Fantome Island from Woorabinda. In the 
absence of a medical certificate, both were detained despite the male being free 
of infection, the woman's relations were not informed of her death on 9 
August 1940 until 29 September, and it was not officially recorded until 7 
October.*' At the conclusion of their very critical assessment of the island's 
operations, Johnson and O'Brien recommended that the lock-hospital be 
transferred to Palm Island and reorganised, with staff and relatives of patients 
to be housed separately. These suggestions were not enacted until 1947.*" 
A number of Govemment surveys preceded the decision to make Fantome 
Island a clearing station for those destined for Palm from 1936. In 1931 
*' Report No 3 re Palm and Fantome Islands, QSA, pp. 8-10. 
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surveys at Cherbourg, Woorabinda, Palm and Yarrabah reserves had resulted 
in the admission of 70 patients to Fantome.** G.D. Bradbury's inspection 
report of 1932 noted that there were 94 inmates on Fantome Island, 16 of 
whom were children, and that numbers were 'constantly increasing'.** 
Following his inspection of Palm and Fantome in 1931 and 1932, Raphael 
Cilento recommended to Bleakley that Fantome be used as a clearing station, 
noting that venereal disease was a major problem on Palm.*' In 1933 he 
completed a major survey of indigenous health problems for the Queensland 
Govemment, outlining the prevalence of leprosy, yaws and hookworm 
infestation and again recommending confinement of the ill to an area in the 
Palm Island group.** 
With Fantome used as a clearing station, staff were now in charge of attending 
to tubercular 'and similar cases', and 'waves of admissions' were expected to 
recur. Two hundred and thirteen patients were admitted to the hospital in 
1936, creating a total of 447 patients of whom only 195 were discharged. The 
death rate remained high, at 8.1 percent of the population.*' The following 
year, Bleakley recorded that dengue fever, chicken pox, whooping cough, 
malaria, hookworm, yaws, tuberculosis, venereal disease, ulcerative granuloma 
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and leprosy were widespread in North Queensland, and that of the Murris sent 
to Fantome Island, 50 percent were detained as a result of health checks. One 
hundred and ninety-three patients were admitted, while 28 had died.*" 
It was also in 1937 that George Sanders' letter to the North Oueensland 
Guardian recorded: 
I was sent to Fantome Island, a quarantine island.... I had to 
sleep among the V.D. cases. Everybody is ... treated in this 
manner, even children ... even when there is nothing the matter 
with them. We have to wash and eat out of dishes and sleep in 
beds some of these V.D. cases have used. I had to spend ten 
weeks there, waiting.*' 
In the first two years of its operation as a screening centre, 47 patients had 
died.*^ It was in this context that Catholic and Anglican missionaries to 
Fantome Island vied for souls. Chris Halse recorded that those on their death 
beds could find themselves baptised several times.*' While the Anglicans 
wrote fancifully of the island as 'a kind of sanitorium' with 'all the advantages 
of a seaside resort',*" the inspection reports of the 1940s condemned the 
quarantine functions of Fantome as virtually useless in long-term health care. 
Johnson and O'Brien commented that the 'system is inefficient and 
inconsistent, and quite useless in preventing the entry of venereal or other 
infectious disease into Palm Island settlement.' In the case of skin diseases, 
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'already prevalent at Palm Island', the 'clean up' of cases before entry, 
'although laudable, failed as a quarantine measure'. Moreover, medical 
histories were not obtained from patients and no physical examinations for 
venereal diseases were made. Remarks from Dr CA. Courtney were cited: 
I do not examine new arrivals as to condition of blood or urine, 
or conduct any tests for hookworm disease. I do not examine 
new arrivals with a stethoscope as a mle. If Julian says they are 
fit for discharge they are discharged.** 
Hence Fantome Island seems to have operated as a kind of hidden remand 
centre for those removed to the larger reserve on Palm, where accommodation 
was generally in short supply. Johnson and O'Brien noted that 'since 1936, 
aboriginals have been sent to the Lock Hospital suffering from non-venereal 
diseases or sent there for punishment for bad conduct.' They described four 
categories of inmates, including 'those who were sent for various reasons'. 
Twenty-nine inmates were recorded as relatives of the ill, sixteen of whom 
were children, while seven youths were on staff. Five patients were listed as 
'mental cases' and four were 'undefined'.** It is difficult to imagine the 
benefits available to these people through confinement to a lock-hospital for 
venereal disease. The benefit to white society in north Queensland was, in 
simple terms, their virtual disappearance. 
Fantome Island's lazaret was constmcted in the context of increased 
investigations and detections of leprosy amongst the Queensland Murri 
population and recommendations from one of the leading figures of this 
research that a leprosarium be built. In 1934 Raphael Cilento, then Director-
General of Health and Medical Services, suggested the design and constmction 
of a 'village community for aboriginals' with the principles of segregation and 
** Report No 3 re Palm and Fantome Islands, p. 13, QSA. 
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confinement as its underpinnings.*' His later proposal for the lazaret to go 
ahead in the Palm Island group was opposed by the Townsville Chamber of 
Commerce. In April 1936 the Chamber's Secretary wrote to the Director of 
Health and Home Affairs asking for a denial of the mmours.** 
Cilento's suggestion was supported by the 1937/38 reports of the National 
Health and Medical Research Council (NHMRC).*' The 1937 Health Act had 
given the Director-General of Health and Medical Services powers to detain, 
examine and confine suspected leprosy sufferers at his discretion and extensive 
surveys had been conducted on reserves and missions in 1939 by the NHMRC 
to gauge its prevalence. Moreover, the Health and Medical Services branch of 
the Department was concemed about Queensland's major problem of whites 
infected with leprosy, where in other States it was 'practically unknown'. The 
establishment of Fantome's lazaret also resolved the problem of where to 
transfer Murri inmates of Peel Island, so that, according to the Minister for 
Health, E.M. Hanlon, improvements could be made at Peel 'which obviously 
could not be made while mixed races were there'.'" On 10 May 1939 Fantome 
Island's leprosarium was approved and money allocated by the State 
Department for a laboratory." 
At this stage, the Peel Island lazaret consisted of segregated compounds, with 
the Murri women's area surrounded by a four metre high wire fence, and 
racially segregated dining rooms. Separate ration lists were followed, with the 
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'diet scale for white lepers' entailing an extra U pound of meat per day, and 
with four ounces of bacon, two ounces of split peas and two puddings each 
week available only to whites.'^ Raphael Cilento had visited the island in 
1931, writing of 'a gloomy impression of hopelessness ... (in) this home of 
misery' and of 'these poor wretches condemned to a living death and medically 
almost untreated'. Murri inmates would not see the benefits of improvements 
to Peel Island which followed their removal in 1940 - the provision of electric 
light, reticulated water supply, radio and entertainments." 
Some of Peel Island's inmates had been previously transferred from Fantome 
Island, and were now forced to travel a complete circle as a result of the 
Govemment's decision. On 8 January 1940 an army landing barge arrived at 
Peel, taking Murri patients, their goods and chattels, including a piano which 
'they had managed to keep from the white patients' grasp'.'" Forty-nine Murri 
patients were taken to Brisbane, leaving twenty-six whites on the island. From 
Brisbane, they boarded a train to Cardwell, accompanied by Matron Avonia 
O'Brien and three police. The Matron would later complain to Health 
Minister Hanlon that on meeting Deputy Superintendent Julian in Cardwell, he 
had refused to take the patients' history cards, that three of the patients took ill 
from the joumey and that food supplied to them on arrival at Fantome was 'of 
the very poorest class' and 'supplied very sparingly'.'* Of the forty-nine 
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people transferred, a total of forty had died within their first five years on 
Fantome Island, not from leprosy, but from tuberculosis, for which they had 
not been vetted. The spread of this disease is facilitated by overcrowded and 
inadequate living conditions.'* 
While Dr Courtney would argue that there was 'no reason whatsoever for any 
anxiety' regarding the 'feeding and welfare' of Fantome Islanders, Matron 
O'Brien would continue her complaints, advising the Department in April that 
the bread supplied to patients was 'unfit to eat', that 'the quality of meat was 
so bad that I would not think anyone would be allowed to sell such', and that 
she had given patients her own food supplies in the absence of a response to 
her protests to Dr Courtney. She also alleged that cooking was being 
undertaken by leprosy sufferers, and that she had to feed twenty-nine people 
with '5 comed ox cheeks for the day, 10 potatoes and 8 onions'. The only 
fmits she could supply were green paw paws she knocked down from the 
trees." 
The matron's apparent anger and disillusionment with food supplies on 
Fantome no doubt stemmed from her previous experience on Peel, where the 
Govemment had spent approximately £1,000 per year on each white patient. 
On Fantome Island, by contrast, the Govemment spent only £100 on each 
patient, or roughly one-tenth of the funding allocated to Peel Islanders.'* 
1940, No 2472, QSA. 
Ludlow, Peel Island, p. 39; Doyal, The Political Economy of Health, 
p. 100. 
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It was also in 1940 that the Govemment relinquished responsibility for nursing 
duties at Fantome Island's leprosarium, approaching Sisters Catherine, 
Bemadette and Agnes, as well as Mother Peter of the Sisters of Our Lady of 
Help, already stationed on Palm Island. Their preparation for the task 
consisted of one month's study in a Health Department laboratory and three 
months on Peel Island under supervision from Cilento. Until the late 1940s, 
the medical industry's treatment of leprosy relied upon the use of Chaulmoogra 
oil, a nauseous tasting vegetable oil from seeds of a Burmese tree, in the form 
of injections and capsules, which yielded 'disappointing results', and feelings 
of despondency regarding progress at Fantome Island are evident in church 
records from this period." 
John Maguire notes that 'some may have felt it appropriate that missionary 
sisters should care for lepers on this remote island: mainland missions had 
been blamed in the past for raising the incidence and dispersing leprosy among 
Aborigines'.*" The attraction of missionaries to this field of work was in 
keeping with their interests in 'curative, hospital-based medicine', since this 
area offered direct personal contact and the notion of healing which carried a 
'religious potency'.*' Unlike preventative, public health activities, this work 
could be fused with efforts in the 'salvation' of individual souls. Hence the 
Catholic Church recorded: 'Fantome Island, with its numbers of "incurables" 
is waiting for resident missionaries - O, indeed the harvest is great and the 
labours are few.'*^ 
79 
80 
81 
82 
Maguire, 'The Fantome Island Leprosarium', p. 146; Sunday Mail. 11 
November 1940, Aboriginal Cutting Book. Oxley Library, p. 45; 
Patrick, History of Health and Medicine in Oueensland. p. 245, and see 
Notes and Diary Entries, Fantome Island Sisters. 
Maguire, 'The Fantome Island Leprosarium', p. 147. 
Doyal, The Political Economy of Health, p. 252. 
Catholic Missions. I November 1937, p. 11; Hayes Scrapbooks. Fryer 
Library, Box 22, Book V. 
Kan tome i s i and pa 11en Ls, 194 0 ' s . 
PhuLogf apii c o u i L e s y of H a i o l a Hopixids 
264. 
Sectarian in-fighting between Roman Catholics and Anglicans on Fantome 
involved accusations that the Sisters were forcing patients to attend religious 
services twice a day, and wrangling over who should conduct the rituals 
associated with birth, death and marriage. Towards the end of World War n, 
the Sisters were replaced by an intemational order, the Franciscan Missionaries 
of Mary.*' Sister Paul came to Fantome Island in 1946 as part of this group, 
and remained there until the Franciscan withdrawal from the island in 1966, 
when she moved to Palm Island where she continues to reside today.*" 
Records left by the Sisters in the early 1940s include diary notations of severe 
reactions to medical treatments on the part of some of the patients, including 
nausea and in one case virtual blindness. One patient was so ill as to be 
'almost covered in bandages' and others were described as 'very weak'. The 
entry for March 1940 states: 'The condition of our poor people was in a very 
poor state. There were insufficient huts and kitchens', while in Febmary the 
following year 'unrest and agitation' was noted as a frequent occurrence. A 
great deal of stress resulted from separations from families and in May 1941 a 
sister recorded that one of the patients was 'becoming mental'. Over a period 
of 21 months between 1940 and 1944, at least one death per month was 
recorded, and on four monthly entries two deaths were noted.** 
Cliff Wyles, who worked as 'boatboy' for Father Foster in this period, recalls 
seeing people who were missing a finger one day, being virtually without a 
hand the following day. He states that the disease was so rapid that only 
milder cases survived. Medications were designed to make the patients sweat. 
Many of the doctors were unqualified, frequently being students.** Depart-
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mental reports on the leprosarium paint an equally gloomy picture. In August 
1940 Cilento advised that in the absence of Dr Courtney, who had been 'called 
up for service', the Sisters were receiving no training in leprosy work and that 
the employment of a lay superintendent 'with no experience whatsoever in 
leprosy controls', who had charge of 'all medical and other activities at 
Fantome is, in my opinion, not only ridiculous but illegal'. Until the issue 
was resolved, he wrote, 'medical work will be entirely unsatisfactory and 
constantly subject to justifiable criticism'.*' Medical Officer, D.W. Johnson, 
reported that food supplies were inadequate and should be 'increased consider-
ably'.** 
While the Sub-Department of Native Affairs argued that the institution was 
'most satisfactorily conducted' and the inmates 'happy and co-operative ... and 
very grateful' for their treatment, annual reports of the Health and Medical 
Services branch of Health and Home Affairs show little improvement in this 
decade. In 1946 the lazaret facilities were 'found to be inadequate', 'an 
extensive building program' was 'an urgent necessity' and 'more medical 
attention' was needed. Transfers of considerable numbers from Mona Mona, 
where the rate of leprosy was found to be ten times that of other missions and 
reserves surveyed, had exacerbated problems and by 1947 no follow-up work 
had been done on any of the recommendations of the previous year. In 1949 
the buildings were reported to have deteriorated and a new central kitchen and 
dining room were 'urgently required'. Mrs Reye was at this stage in charge of 
twenty years of hackwork sorting out health records pertaining to Murris.*' 
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The war had overshadowed the island with fears of invasion and petrol 
rationing had left Fantome Island isolated. Mass was infrequently held and 
one of the priests had a nervous breakdown.'" While some of the tensions 
eased in the post-war period, new developments in leprosy dmgs brought 
added problems. Dapsone and sulphetrone from the chemical class of sulphone 
dmgs were used successfully to treat leprosy from 1946, however side effects 
included anaemia, gastro-intestinal complaints and what was referred to as 
'dapsone syndrome'. This condition could include dizziness, nausea, swelling 
of limbs and face, nodules under the skin and shivering attacks. Sulphones 
were introduced to Peel Island in 1948 and to Fantome in 1949." 
From 1948 Peel Island's doctor was also charged with responsibility for 
Fantome, where he would visit for six week periods. Dr Morgan Gabriel, 
Peel Island Superintendent from 1951-59, recorded that while some Fantome 
Islanders seemed to respond to sulphones more promptly than whites, others 
had no tolerance for the dmgs.'^ Dr Gabriel is remembered for having been so 
committed to his work that he injected infected blood into himself in an 
attempt to prove that healthy body systems were able to fight the disease." 
In the post-war period some progress was made, however, with both the use of 
sulphones at the lazaret, and with penicillin for venereal disease. The first 
discharge from the leprosarium was in 1950. Others followed and throughout 
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the decade the death rate fell.'" However, some patients still found no relief 
from the disease, while others pined away from the loss of their families.'* 
Housing remained well below standard in this period, Paddy Tanner recalling 
that patients' small sheds were easily flooded when it rained and then tenants 
had to cope with stench from the damp. He also states that the stigma of the 
disease resulted in many fears and myths, and a lack of understanding of the 
disease was often evidenced, such as when staff used smoke capsules 
supposedly to fumigate money circulating in the lazaret. Paddy's recollections 
of his stay there until 1958 include having missed his family, like others, more 
than he ever had in his life, and experiencing severe reactions to experimental 
dmgs.'* 
The Sub-Department of Aboriginal Affairs report for 1951 noted that only ten 
percent of Fantome Islanders were 'without any apparent reaction or 
discomfort' form sulphetrone, while ninety percent had little or no tolerance. 
Procedures here were experimental, with few means for 'controlling these 
reactions ... until more is known'." Paddy Tanner recalls reacting poorly to 
dapsone, and then being bmtally affected by experiments with ciba. Having 
taken four tablets on one occasion he was convinced by staff to take a dosage 
of five and found himself unable to even break a matchstick twelve months 
later. He lost a great deal of weight, was unable to hold down any food except 
oranges, and had to crawl on his hands and knees to move around. Fantome 
Island was, he said, 'a sad proposition' in history, but patients had a kind of 
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'sixth sense' which allowed them to reject attempts to induce them to take 
doses of thalidomide.'* 
In 1959 the remaining white patients at Peel Island were transferred to an 
annex of the Princess Alexandra Hospital in South Brisbane, where they were 
allowed to leave at their will. Paddy recalls that Fantome Islanders, isolated 
from their families and friends, were aware of this and resented the racist 
double standards of medical treatment pertaining to leprosy." This anomaly 
was enshrined in policy by the National Health and Medical Research Council, 
whose 1958 conference declared that where white persons infected should 
attend a local hospital, Murris suspected of carrying the disease should be 
isolated 'whether bacteriological examination proves positive or not'.'"" 
In the 1960s and '70s Fantome Islanders remained in detention and had to 
attend compulsory medical examinations upon release.'"' Detailed reports were 
maintained on all patients, and these included comments on who 'the gamblers' 
and 'the stirrers' were. Like their fellows and kin on Palm Island, they were 
treated as virtual prisoners and this continued well after the granting of 
citizenship to Aboriginal people in 1967. 
In 1968 one of the staff ordered an ex-patient off the island when he would not 
cook for fear of catching the disease again. The seventy-one year old man was 
reportedly 'heartbroken about leaving here' and having been taken away by 
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police, believed he was under arrest and was 'kicked around'.'"^ On another 
occasion, a patient was found to possess a gun and the manager called in police 
who confiscated an air rifle. Fantome Islanders in this period dealt with meat 
shortages by spearing bandicoots and goats as they were prohibited from 
owning guns.'"' 
On 30 June 1973 the hospital closed, and by October the three remaining male 
patients were transferred to Palm Island hospital. Bishop Faulkner wrote to 
Pat Killoran, the Director of Native Affairs, authorising the department to fire 
the buildings and they were razed to the ground in 1974.'"" Some Palm 
Islanders feel that the buming was unnecessary, and probably designed to 
circumvent claims to the land by ex-resident Murris. Indeed, the fact that 
Fantome Island is regarded as sacred land by Palm Islanders was violated as 
recently as 1991, when Hinchinbrook Shire Council considered plans to 
develop Fantome Island for tourism.'"* 
Fantome Island's history is one of both success and failure. Westem hospital 
and laboratory medicine did eventually offer physical relief and even recovery 
to the majority of patients by the late 1950s. The path to this point had been a 
long and painful one, with Govemment neglect of the island resulting in major 
inadequacies in supplies, facilities and medical aid. Through the constmction 
of isolated and impersonal institutions, the Queensland Govemment had denied 
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patients the emotional and spiritual requirements of good health, and Murri 
approaches to medicine had been ridiculed rather than integrated into the health 
system. The negligent and punitive treatment inflicted upon Murri patients 
would have caused a major scandal if practised in the health services of 
mainstream white Australia. Moreover, Fantome Island's facilities were 
increasingly used to remove a great number of social and political outcasts, 
many in good health before their arrival, and thereby served as a punitive 
detention centre in the guise of a welfare service. The cost in human life had 
been appallingly high. 
CHAPTER 7 
*We Couldn't Tolerate Any More' : 
Bartlam's Time and the 1957 Strike 
Nobody knows Uncle Willie 
But he knows about you. 
We are like my Uncle Willie 
for our lives are like his. 
Let me tell you people 
we are the ones, 
living our lives 
under the thumb 
We have got to fight, 
fight for our rights, 
everyday, every night ,,, 
Nobody knows Uncle Willy 
but he knows about you... 
He's my father's brother, 
my Uncle Willie. 
Joe Geia, 'Uncle Willie' 
Joe Geia's song pays tribute to his uncle, Willie Thaiday, one of the men 
deported from Palm Island as a result of the strike by Murri workers in 1957. 
Thaiday provides his own account of these events in his autobiography Under 
the Act.' Other participants in the strike have recorded their experiences 
through a recent oral history series conducted by the Australian Broadcasting 
Commission.^ The only other significant historical attention to the Palm Island 
strike is its recreation in the film Protected (1976) by Alessandro Cavadini and 
1 Willie Thaiday, Under the Act (Townsville, North Queensland Black 
Publishing, 1981). 
ABC Radio Tapes, Palm Island - A Punishment Place. Part II. (ABC 
Social History Unit, 1989). 
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Carolyn Strachan.' Almost twenty years after the events of the strike, some of 
the original strikers and their close relations re-enacted this little known 
chapter of resistance to Queensland's punitive Act. Ironically, in the course of 
this recording, these members of the film's cast were threatened, yet again, 
with their deportation from the island." 
History suggests that no strike ever has a single cause and decisions to take 
industrial action are heavily influenced by broad, historical settings.* In the 
1950s Murris were increasingly conscious that they could not partake of 
Australia's much vaunted post-war prosperity, confined as most were to poor 
socio-economic conditions on pastoral stations, on the outskirts of towns and 
within the reserves. While increasing discussion of race relations occurred at a 
national level, most Aboriginal people remained effectively disenfranchised and 
govemments were unwilling to modify their policies beyond limited extensions 
to welfare measures. Assimilation remained the dominant perspective, and this 
was formally adopted as official policy at the 1951 conference of federal and 
state officials in Canberra. Despite the policy's rhetoric, the persistence of 
Murri cultural ways, combined with the realities of segregation an economic 
apartheid, made a mockery of the notion that indigenous people would live in 
'a manner similar to all Australians'.* 
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The national setting in this period also witnessed the revival of the Aboriginal 
activism that had begun to bloom in the 1930s before it was cut short by the 
intervention of World War II. During the war years, increased access to 
employment on pastoral stations, farming areas and cane fields had broken 
down some of the isolation caused by restrictions on movements; and 
Aboriginal people became increasingly conscious both of their common 
experiences of exploitation and oppression, and of the need for national 
organisation. In addition, the growing trend for Aboriginal people to move 
towards capital cities for employment and to seek relief from the reserve 
setting brought significant numbers closer to the sources of political power.' 
A delegation of Kooris in Melboume protested the nature of the Victorian 
'protection board' in 1942.* Strike action by Pilbara station workers in 
Westem Australia in 1946 continued for more than three years.' In 1946 
Northem Territory station hands also took strike action, while in Canberra 
Douglas Nicholls and Helen Bailie lodged protests with the Govemor-General 
regarding moves to establish a rocket range in an area occupied by over a 
thousand Aboriginal people in the Warburton Ranges.'" In 1956 the Aboriginal 
Fellowship in Sydney merged with other organisations to form what became 
the Federal Council of Aboriginal Advancement* in 1958. This marked the 
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first step towards co-ordinating the work of Aboriginal organisations in all 
States." 
Hence both inside and outside the cities Aboriginal activism began again to 
flourish after the Second World War and a pan-Aboriginal movement had 
emerged. For those on reserves, however, access to political power was 
denied, while isolation, combined with intense authoritarian control, made the 
prospects for protest more difficult and the chances of punitive retribution very 
high. This was particularly so in Queensland, where the Department of Native 
Affairs clung rigidly to the principles of the 1939 Act, arguing that this statute 
'cannot be constmed as implying any approach to segregation or apartheid'. 
The Department's annual report in 1959 further stated: 'Nothing which has 
been adduced in discussion, correspondence or debate can justify any major 
alteration of Queensland Govemment Policy with respect to its aboriginal and 
half-blood people'.'^ 
For Palm Islanders this period became the most repressive in the history of the 
island from the time that an ex-policeman named Roy Henry Bartlam" took 
control as Superintendent in 1953. Bartlam was committed to the view that 
Murris on reserves were unable to think for themselves and that they, in his 
own words, 'must be controlled for the good not only of themselves, but of the 
general community'.'" His interpretation of this control extended to the 
individual imprisonment of some of the young men on the island in excess of 
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thirty times by the early 1960s, and the use of intimidation and police bmtality 
to cement his reign,'* 
Bartlam cut a tall and imposing figure and his constant patrol of the island 
gave him a kind of omnipresence of which the children were particularly 
fearful. They gave him the title of 'Tomato Face' in honour of his red 
complexion, and the waming that 'Tomato Face' was coming to school sent 
shivers of fear through the classrooms,'* In contrast to other superintendents, I 
was unable to find anyone on Palm Island with a good word to say for Roy 
Bartlam, Palm Island elders refer to Bartlam as 'the red emperor', a version 
of 'Hitler', a 'commandant', a superintendent who 'worked us like slaves' and 
would 'treat you like a dog', an 'old bastard', 'a street with one way traffic' 
and a man with 'a heart of stone'," 
Bill Congoo has recalled: 
Even the white man was frightened of him, he was a bastard, I 
think he was a bit mental, well something was wrong with him 
,.. he would only speak to you if he wanted to speak to you. 
He wanted to be the greatest in supremacy.'* 
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Bartlam insisted on a rigid apartheid system and social relationships whereby 
Murri residents would salute all whites whom they passed by. Mrs Sibley had 
commented: 'You couldn't even stand up and talk to a white man or a white 
woman in the street - he'd see you, he'd send for you.'" Bartlam's 
intervention in people's daily lives, including their homes, was the most 
excessive of any of the superintendents and he is said to have made his 
predecessors look 'like saints'.^" Mrs Sibley further states that he lived in a 
'palace' with three or four workers caring for his home for eight hours each 
day. These men were paid 'only about 2 dollar - that's for the week'.^' 
His reign from 1953 was maintained by a heavy reliance on the powers of the 
police, most of whom he recmited from the ranks of Murris sent from the 
mainland for misdemeanours, and who therefore felt little loyalty to the local 
community. Bartlam's police are frequently referred to as his 'yes men' by 
older Palm Islanders, and are remembered as often bmtal men who did as 
Bartlam said, under threat of punishment themselves.^ ^ Indeed, it would seem 
as if during Bartlam's time the police became something of a private para-
military force. 
While past superintendents had conducted moming parades with workers 
answering to a roll call, it was Bartlam who insisted that police strictly enforce 
it, and anyone who arrived late for parade was immediately imprisoned for a 
two week period. Police were also forced to parade during Bartlam's time. 
Bill Congoo has recalled how Bartlam would send police to pick up workers if 
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they were 'a minute behind time': 'He used to catch 'em along the street. 
They got police stationed at every road.... You had to be there - like school, 
be treated like school kids. '^' 
Bartlam's insistence upon the evening curfew was equally punitive, and people 
were at times arrested close to their homes and only a few minutes after ten 
p.m.^" People were even punished for laughing or whistling after the curfew 
bell had mng. Seven days' gaol, without the option of a court hearing, was 
the sentence for these trivial offences.^ * Bells were also mng to signify tea and 
lunch breaks from work, the time to retum to work and the time to cease 
work. 'Bells, bells, bells', Don Brady has recalled, 'the whole settlement was 
govemed by bells. '^ * 
The operations of Palm Island's administration remained largely censored from 
mainstream Australia's view, and tourist visits continued to be heavily 
controlled so as to present the image of a show-piece reserve. Only a small 
minority of joumalists were prepared to expose the real conditions on Palm. 
In 1957 the Communist Party newspaper. Tribune, wrote of how tourist 
visitors to the reserve saw 'a beautiful tropical isle dotted with palms', when in 
fact Palm Island was really the 'prison of our coloured brothers': 
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They are not told that a jail sentence awaits a "free citizen" who 
is out after ten p.m. Nor are they aware that lights sweep the 
beaches of Palm Island at night and that boats are securely fixed 
to prevent them being used without a permit.^ 
Bartlam's surveillance procedures were part of a military-like discipline, and 
police were equipped with batons, three to five feet long and made from hard 
bloodwood, to assist them in the enforcement of reserve regulations. Palm 
Island elders state that two residents died on the reserve in this period as a 
result of police bmtality, while Andrew Obah carried a scar across his 
forehead as a consequence of having been hit by one of the police batons. 
Testimonials to the inquest into the death of Henry Pitt in police custody in 
1961 also indicate that police bmtality was frequently experienced during 
Bartlam's reign.^ * 
Much of this treatment seems to have occurred in the course of arrests for 
petty misdemeanours. The gaol was situated three hundred yards from 
Bartlam's office, and men were confined there for such 'offences' as being 
'untidy' and for failing to have a haircut, while women were imprisoned for 
wearing shorts or dresses above the knee. On one occasion, a group of people 
was arrested for standing together and laughing, and a man was imprisoned for 
waving to his wife.^' This kind of subjugation suggests a reign of terror on the 
island, with residents living under the gloomy shadow of Bartlam's insanely 
punitive mentality, endorsed as this was by the power and authority of the 
State's Department of Native Affairs. Bill Congoo has recalled being confined 
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to a gaol cell for a period of six weeks without even coming out of his cell in 
that time. Others were imprisoned for as long as twenty-one weeks.'" No 
visitors were allowed to see prisoners in the gaol and the men were marched to 
and from cells in military-style lines." 
The gaol itself consisted of two cells, each eight feet by nine feet wide, with 
room enough for two people but with four to five people usually jammed into 
each. There was only one sanitary tin for each cell and prisoners would take 
tums in putting their heads to the windows for air.'^ Prison gangs were put to 
work on paddocks and in logging the mountains, and were let out into the 
exercise yard to break tmckloads of stones by hammer and by hand and to 
chop wood for the white staff." 
Labour relations were equally punitive outside the goal, and the source of 
much tension and conflict. Bartlam selected those who would work for wages, 
usually two or three pounds per fortnight, which was about one-tenth of a 
white Australian labourer's wage at this time. Most, however, were employed 
for a compulsory thirty hours labour for which they received only rations.'" 
Bartlam was insistent that everyone worked, including the elderly, obsessed as 
he was with the Govemment's policy of establishing 'self sufficiency' on 
reserves. Within a year of taking office, he had women making all the clothes 
for older children on Palm, arguing that the result would be 'a considerable 
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saving to the Department', albeit 'a big increase in work' for women employed 
at the Baby Welfare Centre.'* Anyone who refused to work was threatened 
with the loss of their rations.'* 
There was very little rest for Murris on the reserve during this period. Mrs 
Sibley has recalled: 'the pregnant women had to go up that hill with 'er bag 
and you know, get a bag of wood and bring it down. Men wasn't allowed to 
get wood until after 5 . ' " If groups of men were found sitting anywhere, they 
would be accused of gambling,'* suggesting that Bartlam was not only opposed 
to all forms of 'idleness', but also fearful of residents communicating with one 
another. 
While many on Palm worked without pay, others receiving money continued to 
be denied their full wages through the operations of the 'Tmst Fund'. In 
1955, for example, £574,000 was drawn from Murri bank accounts by the 
Department of Native Affairs and invested in Commonwealth stock, and in 
1957, another £190,000 was again extracted from Murri eamings and, without 
their approval, was used to fund maintenance on reserves." 
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Palm Islanders employed in the building trades took the heaviest bmnt of 
Bartlam's harsh working regime. In keeping • with the Queensland 
Govemment's emphasis upon housing as 'a very high priority' in programs for 
the 'ultimate assimilation' of Murris, Bartlam engaged in what he called a 
'housing drive'"" with missionary-like zeal. It was during his reign that the 
tribal camps were disbanded and people were moved into houses, usually with 
only two rooms and designed to suit a European, nuclear family lifestyle. 
While the old people on Palm did not want to move, they were given no 
option."' 
For those employed on the constmction of these homes, timetables were rigid 
and Bartlam's inspections regular. Bill Congoo, a carpenter in this period, has 
recalled how everyone would be given one week to complete their section of 
the house, and if it was not finished on time 'you had to answer to Bartlam for 
it'."^ Moreover, the Superintendent's zealous commitment to assimilation 
seemingly extended beyond Palm Island, and while visiting the mainland in 
May 1957, he took it upon himself to play the role of a policeman, inspecting 
camps in Cardwell and the Upper Murray River. Bartlam later reported to the 
Director of Native Affairs that he had removed nine people to Palm Island 
from these areas. Despite his report's acknowledgment that 'No sign of any 
disease or ailment was noticed in the area', Bartlam claimed that the removals 
were for 'hygiene reasons'."' 
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On Palm Island reserve, Bartlam's harassment of those whose work was 
indirectly connected to the building trade was also intense. Men were expected 
to carry 100 pounds on their backs when carting Ccu^ go from ships, while 
sawmilling work required moving logs out over wet, oyster clad rocks to the 
sea for transportation to other parts of the island."" Bartlam had a reputation 
for refusing to listen to anyone else's opinion on how a job should be done, 
and his punishments for those he considered were not working hard enough 
were to force them to work on Saturdays as well or to cut their wages."* 
Willie Thaiday has recorded of his work as manager of the banana farm: 'Any 
small thing that you do wrong he cut your wages. He is never satisfied. I 
only get ten shillings a week yet he cut my wages - no wages at all for one 
month'. Even women with small children at home were forced to work. 'I 
saw with my own eyes', writes Thaiday, 'the women who refused to go and 
scmb the hospital or the houses of the white officials. He shove them in 
gaol.'"* 
Palm Island workers were not allowed to leave their jobs or to be out after 
curfew, even to attend the hospital for medical treatment. Bill Congoo has 
recalled: 
One night I went out possum hunting and I come home a bit 
late. I cut my finger ... cut that tendon, cut that off. They 
picked me up on the way to the hospital and they took me back 
to the jail. I had to lay there with that till moming."' 
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While departmental reports in this period boasted that 'the Queensland 
Govemment provides finance [to reserves] which can fairly be regarded as 
generous',"* those receiving only rations on Palm survived on meagre supplies 
of rice, sugar and flour, while the meat supply, consisting of bones, gristle and 
fat, was the source of a great deal of dissatisfaction."' Ivy Sam has recalled: 
The money. The food. The way we were treated by the 
Europeans. That's what the strike was all about. And the 
meat.... It was just bones. But the staff used to go down and 
order whatever cuts they wanted. The white staff. The choice 
cuts. They got all that. We just got the leftovers. Sometimes 
the scraps.... I remember when I got married, it was still being 
issued. All sawdust and everything be in it, you know. Half 
the time you wouldn't eat it. You'd give it to your dogs.*" 
While rations had been less than adequate in the past, the misappropriation of 
them by white staff had never been so blatant. In addition, white staff had 
become very visibly privileged in having alcohol delivered to their homes by 
Murri workers.*' And while the process of economic apartheid had become 
increasingly obvious, so too, the social segregation and the general treatment 
of Murris on Palm Island had reached its most rigid and punitive phase in the 
relationships established during Bartlam's time. Indeed, the 'general 
treatment' delivered to Murris by European staff in this period is frequently 
cited as the basic cause of the strike.*^ 
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Bartlam's incessant patrols of the reserve involved regular inspections of the 
school, work sites, sports and dances and intmsive, unannounced visits into 
people's homes, 'He's walk into your home', Mrs Sibley has recalled, 'he 
wouldn't knock, he'd just walk in', Bartlam also sent the nursing sisters 
around to inspect what people were cooking, Mrs Webster has described how 
they would come 'right through the bedrooms, see if the place clean, scmb 
out. Every moming you got to scmb out - even lavatory, the bathroom.'*' 
Blankets had to be hung out on clotheslines every Wednesday and women were 
forced to sweep the streets or to work for white staff if their homes were 
deemed untidy.*" 
Bartlam was so obsessive about the enforcement of 'cleanliness' that he 
instmcted the Matron to spend ten percent of each working day inspecting the 
girls' lockers, wardrobes and 'general tidiness and cleanliness' in the 
dormitories, while forty percent of the Welfare Officer's duties were defined 
by Bartlam as involving visits to residents' homes, 'giving advii::^  and 
instmction on home affairs'.** Bartlam's dictatorial insistence on intensive 
interference in what, for white Australians, was a person's private life, created 
strong feelings of resentment and disempowerment amongst the community.** 
His surveillance and control were relentless. Inspections of homes even 
occurred when Palm Islanders left the reserve, with Bartlam sending police on 
the mainland to monitor Palm Islanders sent out to work. Cliff Wyles has 
recalled how his employers at Long Pocket, on the canefields near Ingham, 
wamed him that the police were coming and acted as his allies to ensure that 
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the barracks Cliff and his wife occupied would be clean enough to pass the 
inspection.*' 
Recreation was also rigorously scmtinised by Bartlam. While annual shows 
produced prolific arts and crafts in this period, the work was done under 
compulsion and threat of punishment, as were evening band practices.** 
Anyone who did not participate in sports or dances was subject to 
questioning.*' In all of these areas, the Superintendent demanded stringent 
racial segregation. Neville Bonner accompanied his wife, Mona, to Palm 
Island when she was sent under punishment during Bartlam's time. Bonner 
has recalled: 'Whites could not visit blacks socially or vice versa. The 
children went to different schools. The white officers weren't allowed to play 
sport with us in case they got beaten.'*" 
One of the white staff in this period defied the apartheid system on Palm and 
invited Murri residents to her home for tea and cakes. When a number of 
people accepted Mrs Swann's invitation, police soon knocked on the door of 
her home. White residents told the black police officers that there were no 
Murris in the house, and, ironically, the apartheid procedures regarding 
housing prevented them taking the case any further. 'There was no white 
sergeant', recalls Algan Walsh, 'all dark police and they wouldn't dare go into 
the whiteman's home. They opened up the back door and we shot up the 
hill.'*' 
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Bartlam's control over sexual relations was also resented. Since visits were 
confined to an hour from four p.m. on weekdays, men who worked until five 
p.m. were unable to visit women confined to dormitories except on 
Saturdays.*^ Thelma McAvoy recalls the humiliation of this experience for 
women: 'We sat like myalls out on the street with our boyfriends.'*' For 
those who broke these regulations, punishments were bmtal. Bartlam 
continued the procedures of shaving women's heads and the donning of sack 
dresses when they fled from the dormitories.*" Bill Congoo has recalled how 
he escaped with two other men and three women and stayed for a week in the 
bush past Doctor's Point, where they lived on tea, sugar, flour, wallaby and 
fish. For this little taste of freedom. Bill paid dearly, being given three 
consecutive sentences by Bartlam on his retum to the reserve.** 
Requests to visit the mainland were usually refused during Bartlam's time,** 
and permits were required to go fishing, sailing, swimming, visiting other 
islands or hunting at night. Residents' personal guns were locked in the office 
and passes were required to collect them for hunting.*' At the same time, 
Bartlam made residents anchor the govemment boat, 'like jacky boys', when 
he took visiting magistrates out for a cmise or went fishing on weekends. On 
his retum, he made people scale his fish, under threat of a gaol term should 
they refuse.** 
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Removal from Palm was also used as a punishment prior to the strike, 
although before that time Bartlam usually deported people singly or in pairs. 
Bill Skuthorp had conflict with Bartlam when he refused to allow Bill's son to 
leave Palm to attend college. When Skuthorp wrote to the Department about 
the issue, Bartlam promptly responded by sending Bill to the mainland.*' In 
these instances the message was clearly directed not only at the scapegoat, but 
at all residents who were witness to the Superintendent's displays of bmtal 
power. Indeed, it was Bartlam's stubbom inflexibility on all issues that began 
to tum resentment into anger and a strong desire to act for change to the whole 
system of operations on the island. 
While there had been a series of disturbances on Palm since its inception, no 
organised, collective revolt occurred until 1957. When recording their 
experiences of the strike. Palm Islanders refer to the work, the wages, the 
meat rations and the general treatment received from Bartlam and his police, in 
other words, the whole historical context, as reasons for the decision to strike. 
It was this general climate of autocratic control that led to a situation where, 
states Ivy Sam, 'we couldn't tolerate any more.''" 
A series of precipitating events also led to the Palm Island strike. Within the 
context of simmering tensions and resentments, Bartlam ignited a flame to 
plans for industrial action which were beginning to be made almost four 
months prior to the stoppage of work in June." While the notion of staging a 
strike was still in discussion stage during Easter 1957, Bartlam put men to 
work at building a further gaol for themselves and their community, at Pencil 
Bay. The Superintendent saw the task as so urgent that he employed the men 
to work over a weekend as well as on Easter Monday, a practice not usual 
*' Bill Skuthorp, Tape 5A Side A, JCU Black Oral History. 
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'except in emergency'.'^ He also declared the tennis courts and an area of 
beach 'out of bounds' to Murris, and blocked community activities such as 
sports and the band sessions. Bartlam then organised, without consultation, the 
demolition of a number of Murri homes, as well as their boats." It seems 
likely that at this stage, given the number of reported 'pimps' or 'spies' who 
kept Bartlam informed of the community's activities,'" the Superintendent 
probably had an inkling of the plans to strike and hence was engaging in a 
show of strength in an effort to deter would-be activists. 
Writing of revolts conducted by slaves in Jamaica, Orlando Patterson has 
commented: 
Despite the rigours and severity of slavery, despite the all-
embracing nature of the exploitation by the master of his slave 
and the totality of his domination over him, the latter, 
nonetheless was never completely subdued. In one form or 
another the slave expressed his resentment of his lot, sometimes 
in a covert, indirect and relatively mild manner, at other times 
in direct revolt against the object of his oppression.'* 
The reference to conditions of slavery is pertinent here, since the position of 
Palm Islanders in this period was akin to that defined by Patterson in The 
Sociology of Slavery. Like the slaves in Jamaica, Palm Islanders could not 
assume the right to own property, particularly if they lived in dormitories, they 
could be separated from their kin, they were liable to enforced removal while 
being unable to choose to leave the area of confinement without a 'ticket', and 
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they were subjected to the constant threat of bmtalisation.'* They lived, in 
short, in a 'condition of powerlessness', 'brought about by the continuous use 
of violence or the threat of violence'." These procedures were common to 
govemment reserves in Queensland. Thomas BlcLke has written of Cherbourg 
in south-east Queensland: 
... settlement inmates were trapped in a labour system from 
which there was no escape or respite; they did not enjoy a 
measure of freedom on completion of their term of service. It 
was a system that sought to control every aspect of their 
existence. Every endeavour was made to extract the maximum 
retum from their labour. Inmates' labour was exploited both on 
and off the settlement ... [using] techniques of coercion and 
control.'* 
Blake's perspective extends the analysis provided by Raymond Evans of 
frontier relations - a convincing argument that the position of Murri workers 
was closer to slavery than it was to wage-labour - into the reserve setting of 
the twentieth century." Blake notes that Cherbourg residents themselves refer 
to their lot as 'the slavery of the black past' and as having been treated 'like 
merchandise' and 'worked like slaves'.*" Similarly, Palm Islanders speak of 
how Bartlam 'was just working us like slaves'; he expected people 'to slave 
our guts out' and of how 'a white person, he could do anything with a black 
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person in those days'.*' 'Even R.C Katter', writes Blake, 'when Minister for 
Community Services, acknowledged in 1988 that "a form of slavery was 
practiced" on Queensland settlements.'*^ 
While a brief strike had occurred at Taroom reserve in 1916, Palm Islanders 
seem to have waged the first major strike on a Queensland reserve in the late 
twentieth century. Meetings to discuss the prospect of strike action were held 
at Bill Congoo's house and on the streets, and initially these talks involved 
Sonny Sibley, Fred Clay, Fred Doolan, George Watson, Bill Congoo, Eric 
Lymbumer, Albie Geia and Willie Thaiday, in cautious communications 
regarding the best action to take 'against Mr Bartlam'.*' It was in the context 
of these discussions that the catalyst came with Bartlam's decision to deport 
Albie Geia as a 'troublemaker'. 
Geia was foreman of the hygiene gang at the time, and he had been 'chipped' 
by the overseer, Mr Croker, who was also Bartlam's brother-in-law.*" Willie 
Thaiday has written: 'Mr Croker come from the bush somewhere and start to 
tell them what to do. They don't pay Albie the right wage so Albie tells them 
they can stick the money.'** Since 'answering back' to a European was an 
offence, Croker took Geia to Bartlam on Monday 10 June, and the 
Superintendent instmcted the police to hold him in custody. 
Bartlam read a telegram from Director O'Leary ordering Geia to leave the 
island on which he had been bom and bred. Geia refused to leave. He told 
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*' Nutley, Five Oral Histories, pp. 40-41; Thaiday, Under the Act, p. 33. 
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Bartlam, 'I belong here. I was bom here', walked out of the office and later 
scuffled with police.** The Palm Island community soon rallied behind Geia 
and threatened Bartlam with a general strike if he was to be removed.*' Don 
Brady has commented: 'Albie was a kind of leader. We respected him 
because there were so many times he'd stuck his neck out for us. '** 
On Tuesday 11 June, the Telegraph described the subsequent strike as an 
'Island rebellion', recorded that: 
... the trouble began when a native who had been charged with 
threatening the superintendent and was being removed broke 
away from the native police and was joined by a crowd of 
demonstrators. They attacked the native police and abused 
settlement officers.*' 
This spontaneous protest was indicative of the immediate and widespread 
support and involvement in the strike on the part of the Murri community. It 
was no accident that this occurred, since Bartlam had progressively alienated 
the majority of Palm Island residents, his relentless persecutions eventually 
leaving few families untouched. Where, during Curry's time, intemal relations 
between white staff had simmered to boiling point, now, in the time of 
Bartlam, the tensions in relations between black and white residents had 
similarly reached a crescendo. Bartlam had made a cmcial mistake in under-
estimating the groundswell of support for Geia, while his general attitude in the 
early months of 1957 had been both over-confident and foolishly inflexible. 
For, where in the past Bartlam had faced individual instances of resistance to 
his mle, now the entire Murri community had begun to organise against him. 
** Doolan, Geia and Thaiday, Tape 6A Side A, JCU Black Oral History. 
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** Cavadini and Strachan, Protected. 
*' Telegraph. 13 June 1957, p. 3. 
292. 
Frantz Fanon has written of the evolution of anti-colonial stmggles in the Third 
World, noting that while initial pattems of resistance are usually 'reflexive ... 
anarchic, and ineffective', desires for freedom from servitude inevitably 
escalate: 
The negation of the native's culture, the contempt for any 
manifestation of culture .., contribute to breed aggressive 
pattems of conduct in the native ,,. Colonial exploitation, 
poverty and endemic famine drive the native more and more to 
open, organised revolt. The necessity for an open and decisive 
breach is formed progressively and imperceptibly, and comes to 
be felt by the great majority of the people,'" 
The unfolding of events on Palm Island during Bartlam's time provides 
something of a microcosm of Fanon's analysis of the movement for 
decolonisation at a national level. For when a small group of Murris decided 
to begin strike action in June, it was with a view to 'hope for the best'," Yet 
they were soon to discover an unspoken urgency for social change and a 
previously untapped willingness on the part of Murri residents to engage in 
'open, organised revolt', 
Bartlam had attempted to arrest a gathering of eight men planning the strike. 
When he accused the men of gambling and instmcted police to arrest them, a 
fight empted, the men refused to go to gaol and retumed to their homes,'^ 
The Superintendent was increasingly confronted with his loss of control over 
the island. Bill Congoo has recalled that 'at that time the whole island had 
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enough. So we more or less was lucky we hit at the right time .,, I got a 
shock myself, to see all the people tum up when the strike was on,"' 
Following an initial stop-work meeting, building work and deliveries ceased 
except where goods were going to the hospital or to christian missionaries, 
Murris were posted at every comer to ensure that no one worked for the white 
administration.'" Even members of the police squad joined the strike. Bill 
Seaton and Silas Pryor both recalling how they were promptly dismissed from 
the force.'* Seaton has noted that he had to cope with a good deal of suspicion 
of his role in the strike, since Bartlam's history of using police informants, 
combined with the highly politicised environment on the island at this time, 
created an anxious atmosphere: 'It was very tense. Even when I walked into 
the Baker's shop. They said "Oh, don't say nothing much" ... They must 
have thought we were spying."* In common with most strike actions, later 
events would prove the community correct in predicting the presence of 
informants, although neither Seaton nor Pryor were amongst them. 
The demands of the strikers were for an adequate meat supply, increased 
wages, better housing and for Bartlam to leave the island." These demands 
and notice of the strike were recorded by Albie Geia's brother Tom, in a letter 
to Director O'Leary, in which it was requested that he come to the island to 
hear the community's grievances. Palm Islanders subsequently heard nothing 
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of the whereabouts of the letter and O'Leary failed to arrive.'* Bartlam had 
now confined himself to his office and was 'not game enough', writes Thaiday, 
to be anywhere on the reserve without police around him for protection." 
While Bartlam was in his office holding a meeting with Neville Bonner, 
employed at the time as assistant works overseer, and with the remaining 
members of the police force, the women of Palm began to gather outside from 
where they engaged in spontaneous acts of protest. The unsavoury rations of 
meat were thrown at the Superintendent's verandah and handfuls of sand tossed 
through the windows into the office. The protest later moved to Mango 
Avenue, where Palm Islanders marched up the street. Their actions, now 
taking the shape of a civil rights campaign, were in defiance of 'apartheid' 
regulations which forbade access to the street for all who were not white.'"" 'It 
got bigger and bigger', Mrs Sibley has recalled: 
The crowd kept growin'. I saw them all together, I was standin' 
up at the comer. I said there's something down this office. I 
only got halfway when I see the crowd marchin' up the street. 
They opened up this street [Mango Avenue], they just marched 
through.'"' 
On this, the first day of the strike, Bartlam had clearly lost his authority over 
the island and events were approaching something of an unarmed insurrection. 
The reactions of Bartlam and the Queensland Govemment were predictable. 
By nightfall the Superintendent had instmcted Police Sergeant Jack Barry to 
telephone Townsville police. Barry reported that 'the native population had 
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taken a prisoner from his custody' and police reinforcements were needed to 
quell the 'disturbance'. A squad of twenty police under the charge of Sub-
Inspector Cooke mshed to the island by RAAF crash launch that evening.'"^ 
The settlement bell was used by the strikers to signal the arrival of police. 
About 250 people then converged on the jetty to watch the reinforcements 
come ashore. Neville Bonner has recorded: 
The air was full of tension. The men in the darkness outside the 
rim of light cast by the jetty lamps were shouting and abusing 
Bartlam and the white officers who were waiting for the police. 
After walking through the light the police were night blind and 
on edge and Paulie [Bums] saw one of them pull out his 
revolver.'"' 
Bill Congoo and Sonny Sibley led residents up to the picture theatre where a 
large meeting was held before the crowd dispersed. Bartlam and the police had 
kept away, but the officers from Townsville were patrolling the island early the 
following moming.'"" Their departure from Townsville by crash launch had 
summoned the attention of the press, which now ran headlines on the 'native 
revolt' and the 'Palm Island Riot'.'"* Indeed, throughout the course of this 
dispute the mainstream media proved consistently unwilling to give the events 
on Palm Island the status of a strike, and the only hints of any underlying 
cause of the 'disturbance' were fleeting references to the Superintendent's 
attempt to deport Albie Geia.'"* 
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The strikers held meetings everyday while the atmosphere grew increasingly 
volatile.'"' On the second day of the strike, with residents no longer subjected 
to the ringing of bells for parades and work schedules, a deceptive quiet 
pervaded the island. Unbeknown to other strikers, Bartlam now located his 
first target, taking Fred Doolan, who had been instmmental in the initiation of 
industrial action, into police custody and deporting him to the mainland as a 
'troublemaker'.'"* Because this removal was stealthily conducted, Bartlam had 
carried it out successfully, but he was soon to discover that Doolan's 
deportation had failed to break the strike and that the Palm Island community 
was resilient in its protest. 
White residents were now confined to their homes and for the first time in the 
history of the island, were apparently united.'"' While seven Murri residents 
had signed a petition dissociating themselves from the strike, in a population of 
almost 1400"" their numbers were insignificant. Murri involvement in the 
Palm Island strike was in fact characterised by an overwhelming unity;'" while 
the deep division in the population of the reserve was clearly along racial lines, 
associated as this was with inequalities of wealth and power. 
When on Tuesday, 11 June, a further squad of six police and another sub-
inspector arrived on Palm from Townsville, so too did the reserve's rations 
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and supplies for white residents.''^ Despite the forbidding presence of armed 
police patrolling Palm, Murri residents took control of the distribution of these 
goods, temporarily reversing the social roles on the island. They carried the 
meat to the butcher shop, where they carved and distributed it to the Murri 
community, leaving none for the white staff, and they smashed the bottles of 
alcohol which had been destined for white households.'*^ 
These actions occurred in the context of a history of intense authoritarian 
control, characterised by a long-standing pattern of resource distribution in 
which whites lived in abundance and luxury, while Murris suffered poverty 
cmd hunger. Given this setting. Palm Islanders had clearly enacted Fanon's 
'open and decisive breach' of colonial relations. Yet, while the tide had most 
decidedly turned, the Government was unwilling to acknowledge that its 
control over Palm Island residents had capsized. 
On the very day that the distribution of supplies was taken over by the 
community, and only two days into what would become a five day strike, the 
Director of Native Affairs advised the press that the situation on Palm was 
'under control'."'* In what could only be described as a misrepresentation of 
events, the following day O'Leary told the Telegraph: '"Everything is back to 
normal.... The residents are working just as if there had been no trouble at 
all,'" The continued presence of mainland police on Palm was explained as 
merely'a precaution'."^ 
In truth, the struggle for control on the island had reached a stalemate. While 
police continued patrols and, with Bartlam's assistance, located the homes of 
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leading figures in the strike,"* white officials were unable to move on their 
targets to conduct arrests since the entire island would have been inflamed. 
With this knowledge, bom of events earlier in the week, Bartlam once again 
opted for stealth. For the organisers of the strike, this was a period of being 
diligently alert. Bill Congoo has recalled: 'We knew they were gonna pick us 
up but we didn't know what day or night."" 
At 4.00 a.m. on Thursday, 13 June, Bartlam and the police made their move. 
'They swooped on the sleeping men'"* and arrests began. The door to Albie 
Geia's home was broken down with a telegraph pole, while Bill Congoo's was 
smashed to pieces with an axe. Meanwhile, the homes of Sonny Sibley, 
George Watson, Willie Thaiday, Eric Lymbumer and Gordon Tapau were also 
invaded and women and children looked on while the men were arrested and 
placed in handcuffs.'" 
These tactics were nothing less than a complete terrorisation of some of the 
key families who had dared to deny the authority and control of the 
Queensland Govemment and its representatives on Palm Island. Bill Congoo 
has said of his arrest: 
That's where they come [my home, where meetings were held] 
and break down the door. Tried to get me out. I tried to get 
out the window, I had a revolver in me back... I had no shirt 
on. Never even had a belt. I had to walk down the street with 
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my hands cuffed holding my trousers up - till my wife came 
along later on.'^" 
Willie Thaiday has written: 
Early in the moming, about four o'clock they strike my place -
Detective Sergeant Cronin, Inspector Cooke and Greg Barry, 
Senior Sergeant of Police. Mr Cronin say: "Don't move Willie 
or you gonna get hurt." I say "What for?" He say: "You 
come under arrest." Soon as I come out the door they catch me. 
They shove me, make me go forward. Detective Cronin say: 
"Don't try any dirty tricks or else you get hurt." 
They slam handcuffs on my hands and we come down to the 
beach. There is another five coming too and we all seem to 
reach that boat together.'^' 
A machine gun was pointed towards the beach from the boat while the men 
walked on board.'^ ^ Through the course of the week, strike meetings had 
decided that 'mnners' would use the siren at the power house as a signal of 
alarm in the event of arrests. Charlie Wamer, aware of the situation at this 
point, ran to blow the siren. Mrs Sibley recalls: 'Somebody out of that mob 
[at the meetings] was a pimp.... 'Cause when he got down there he got a 
flogging for it - kicked 'im, they belted him with batten [sic] and everything -
the white police.''^' This act of bmtality effectively quashed the planned 
rallying of the community to the aid of anyone victimised by police. 
At this stage, even some of the wives of these men were unaware that their 
husbands were about to be bmtally deported from the island. Bessie 
'^ " Nutley, Five Oral Histories, pp. 41-42. 
'2' Thaiday, Under the Act, p. 35. 
122 ABC Radio Tapes, Palm Island. Part II. 
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Lymbumer, whose husband Eric was on board the boat, had to tell Madge 
Thaiday that her husband Bill was not in the local island watchhouse as many 
had believed.'^" A great deal of distress was caused by the confusion and 
delays in information surrounding these events. As news of the impending 
deportation spread, people began to clang pots and pans together to express 
their anger and to signal their protest. '^ * 
Some of the families of the strikers were now forced to board the boat as well. 
Madge Thaiday and eight Thaiday children, some of whom were toddlers, now 
joined the men, their destinations unknown to them.'^ * Bessie Lymbumer 
recalls: 'They just pushed them on the boat, that's how cmel they were.''^ 
Residents awoke that moming to the sight of these members of their 
community standing on the launch out to sea and now manacled in leg irons.'^ * 
Like the convicts on British transportation ships more than a century earlier, 
this frozen moment of their banishment served as a graphic reminder to all 
who witnessed it that they, too, were not free. The use of armed State forces 
had rendered both the strikers and their families powerless, propertyless and 
subjected, yet again, to dispossession and exile. The irony of being banished 
from the very place to which his parents had been exiled was clear to Bill 
Congoo, who has said of these events: 'The only time we stood up for 
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ourselves we were stood down on for doing it."^' Queensland's 'protection' 
Act of the late twentieth century was used to 'legitimise' this mthless 
exhibition of power. 
It is testimony to the incredible resilience of the Palm Island people that even 
in the face of these overwhelming odds, imprisoned in a military patrol boat, 
surrounded by armed police, exiled from their homes and bound for 
destinations over which they had no control, the group refused to let their 
spirits wane. 'I felt great'. Bill Congoo has recalled, 'at least someone was 
taking notice, no fear."'" Willie Thaiday has written: 
Soon as we pull out a bit I strike out a big song - island song 
about our home. The captain, fellow called Mr Whiting, hear 
us and say "Who them boys? They can't be going to prison in 
handcuffs. They seem so happy." 
We sing like anything in the military patrol boat.... The 
policemen are on top and machine gun is pointed down to us but 
while we are in front of machine gun we sing like anything.... 
The walky talky is going all the time, talking to people ... in 
Townsville.... They say: "Nothing wrong. They singing like 
hell here." Mr Whiting can't get over it.... They think we all 
wild fellows on that boat but we all happy fellows."' 
The joumey to Townsville involved rough seas with winds mnning at thirty or 
forty knots. Even with people soaking wet and vomiting, police kept the 
strikers in handcuffs, except for Willie Thaiday who had to hold his small 
children together. Bill Congoo has recalled that at the time they were 
conscious that if the boat overtumed they would all be likely to drown."^ 'It 
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was as if they'd killed someone', comment's Bessie Lymbumer, while Willie 
Thaiday has written of the police: 'All them got guns at their sides. Just like 
we do a big murder.'"' Once again, 'Black resistance to white criminal acts' 
had been defined by whites as 'criminal', and white law had protected white 
order."" 
On arrival in Townsville the strikers had expected to attend a hearing, but 
instead were imprisoned in the watchhouse for three days before being 
removed under govemment orders to other reserves. During the period of 
imprisonment, no charges were laid against them and no legal advice was 
provided."* The watchhouse was operated as a microcosm of the Palm 
reserve, with police only allowing the men to visit their wives in the 
aftemoons, before retuming to their separate cells."* 
Other members of the community were to follow the strike leaders as further 
scapegoats in the aftermath of these initial deportations. Bessie Lymbumer 
was sent off the following day, taking only clothes, blankets and her daughters 
to join her husband and fellow strikers in the Townsville gaol. The community 
came to her aid with £300 to assist her financially, and with tears expressing 
their grief at her departure."' Seven members of the Watson family were 
deported two days later, alongside eight members of the Sibley family and ten 
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Geias."* Forty-seven Palm Island residents had now been exiled to 
confinement on the mainland. 
The Townsville Daily Bulletin provided coverage of these events, commenting 
blandly that in a 'dawn raid' Palm Islanders had been removed and, in 
something of an understatement, 'The operation passed off quietly before 5 
o'clock.'"' The Telegraph was a little more sensational, citing Director 
O'Leary's references to 'troublemakers and agitators'. Moreover, aligning 
itself with the Govemment's stance, it portrayed those imprisoned in 
Townsville's watchhouse as both criminal and violent. 'Several who had 
records of violence and trouble, and jail sentences', wrote the Telegraph on 13 
June, 'had threatened to bash other natives on the island who wanted to work'. 
No reference was made to the nature of Bartlam's regime, nor to the violent 
methods by which the strikers had been removed.'"" By contrast, the left-wing 
press condemned the Gair Labor Govemment, Tribune referring to Palm Island 
as a 'penal settlement' and the so-called 'rebellion' as a 'thoroughly justified 
'strike' to 'secure better wages'. Both govemment and police were reproached 
for their arresting procedures and for the subsequent exile of Palm families to 
other reserves 'without their having any choice in the matter'. Tribune's call 
for a public inquiry into these events fell upon deaf ears.'"' 
On 14 June, O'Leary wrote to the superintendents at Woorabinda and 
Cherbourg to confirm advice that they would soon receive the Palm Island 
strikers ffem Townsville 'as a means of breaking up a gang of malcontents' 
who were a threat to what he called the 'good order and discipline of the 
138 List of Deportees, Date Departed Palm and Destination, 1956-59, 
GF/140. 
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Settlement'.'"^ Albie Geia, Sonny Sibley and Willie Thaiday were to be 
confined to Woorabinda, Bill Congoo, George Watson and Eric Lymbumer to 
Cherbourg, while Gordon Tapau would be removed to Bamaga.'"' Their wives 
and children would accompany them, wrote O'Leary, but he was not certain 
when this would happen 'due to the urgency of removal of the men'.'"" 
The Govemment's perspective was that their exile from Palm would be 
permanent. In keeping with Queensland's race relations history, the 
Department of Native Affairs reacted automatically with the removal of a 
perceived 'problem' and failed to reflect at all upon the nature of the reserve 
setting which had brought this 'dissension and dissatisfaction' about.'"* On 19 
June 1957, twenty-five Palm Islanders left Townsville, under police escort, on 
the Brisbane mail train.'"* 
Bessie Lymbumer has recalled how Murris in the Townsville region, aware of 
their plight, had gathered at the station to see them off. On Cherbourg, Bessie 
and her husband, who had been told they would have a home, found 
themselves forced to reside with another family. They were offered a 'slum 
house' but rejected it. Like their fellow Palm Islanders on these southem 
reserves, they felt the impact of the cold winter most severely, as well as being 
homesick for Palm, and Eric grew so ill that he almost died.'"' 
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Willie Thaiday and his family were put in Rockhampton gaol on their way to 
Woorabinda, carrying only a few summer clothes. On the drive from Fargo, 
with Willie still wearing handcuffs, they were 'jammed up like fish in a tin'. 
While on Pedm, Bill Thaiday had won the 'good home' competition, but he 
found himself now at Woorabinda being offered a dilapidated bark shack which 
was 'proper filthy'. Refusing to enter it, the Thaidays were forced to reside in 
the boys' home, with 'no saucepan, no plate, no spoon, nothing' and ten in the 
family. Madge Thaiday's relations later offered assistance, while Bill was 
given a farm labourer's job for which he was paid with a piece of tobacco.'"* 
Fred Doolan, who had lost touch with the strikers since his deportation very 
early in the dispute, now made contact with Sonny Sibley at Rockhampton 
train station. Doolan was on his way to a boxing toumament when he caught a 
glimpse of Sibley, in handcuffs and with a police escort, and through the 
windows of their two separate trains they exchanged conversation.'"' 
Sonny Sibley's removal to Woorabinda would later prove to be legally 
questionable since he had been exempted from the Act. However, his wife 
Alice, pregneuit at the time of her deportation, was subject to the regulations of 
the Act, and she and her children were forcibly separated from Sonny when 
the Department decided that he was not allowed to live with them. Sonny left 
Woorabinda with his permit and sought the aid of the trade union movement. 
Tribune reported in October that while O'Leary would not allow Sonny Sibley 
to rejoin his wife on the reserve, 'following representations by Col Maxwell, 
AMIEU Central District Secretary, [he] agreed to allow the families to 
rendezvous at Douringa.' Rockhampton trade unions supplied a tmck, food 
and tents to enable the brief reunion to occur.'*" 
'"* Thaiday, Under the Act, pp. 39-41. 
'"' Doolan, Geia and Thaiday, Tape 6A Side A, JCU Black Oral History. 
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Director O'Leary would later deny, on a subsequent moming parade on Palm, 
that anyone had been forced to leave the reserve.'*' This was possibly tme in 
one case. Charlie Wamer, who had been severely beaten by police when he 
tried to sound the alarm that arrests were under way, was granted an 
exemption from the Act and allowed to move to Townsville.'*^ It was common 
knowledge, however, that the strike organisers and their families had been 
forcibly deported, and their exile left behind a great deal of sadness, anger and 
fear in the hearts of the remaining community.'*' 
On the day that the group were deported. Superintendent Bartlam had issued a 
threat that if all Palm Island Murris did not retum to work immediately no 
supplies would be brought over, effectively starving them out. Six of the 
Townsville police remained stationed on the island.'*" A meeting of workers 
gathered at the store resolved that they had little option but to retum to their 
jobs. It was felt that a stand had been made, the strike had proved that 
conditions needed examining and the Director had promised to come to the 
island, although he would do so 'in his own time'.'** 
When O'Leary did finally arrive on Pcdm in July, he confined himself to 
Bartlam's office, and for a long period spoke only to white witnesses of events 
151 
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in the recent strike.'** On the following day Henry Noble, the Minister for 
Health and Home Affairs, and Tom Aiken^^, an Independent Member for 
Townsville, also visited Palm. Neville Bonner described his discussions with 
these Queensland politicians as disillusioning: 
I put to him [the Minister] that Aborigines who were prepared to 
work for the betterment of the community should be trained to 
take their place as staff officers and perhaps eventually there 
could be Aboriginal superintendents too. I was told, very 
firmly, that this was not the aim of his department or the 
govemment. As Aborigines became competent to manage their 
own affairs, they would be moved off the settlements.... There 
was no question of self-govemment or self-determination.'*' 
In its intemal departmental correspondence in July, the Department 
congratulated itself for taking 'prompt action' in the dispute and for 'removing 
the ringleaders', an action it blithely described as having a 'salutory effect'.'** 
The Minister, Henry Noble, advised Queensland parliament in November that 
his inspection of the island had proven that complaints regarding Palm were 
'unfounded' and that the reserve 'was being conducted efficiently and well, in 
the interests of its native residents'. Allegations to the contrary were, he said, 
merely 'complaints by a few coloured people whose records were such as to 
make them not very dependable sources of information'.'*' If this were tme 
and the Govemment had nothing to hide conceming affairs on Palm Island, it 
is difficult to explain why delegates from the Trades and Labour Councils of 
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both Caims and Townsville had been blocked from visiting the reserve in 
October.'*" 
In the aftermath of the strike, Bartlam's punitive regime was intensified even 
further. At the moming parade of 3 July 1957, Palm Islanders were advised 
that if they wished to remain on the island they were required 'not only to 
abide by the mles of the settlement', but to be 'loyal to the Administration'.'*' 
Bartlam was no longer seeking mere obedience to regulations. Now he 
demanded complete servility. Those who failed to satisfy his expectations 
were confronted with what became an increasingly fanatical resort to 
deportations. 
About one week after the strike, Michael Seaton was deported from the island 
following a confrontation with Bartlam at a building site. The men were 
having a break from work when the Superintendent arrived and harassed them 
over it. Seaton grew angry and asked Bartlam if he wanted the men to 'slave 
our guts out'. The Superintendent left, but the following day Seaton was taken 
by police to Bartlam's office where he was told he was a 'bad influence' and 
would be leaving the island and his family on the following Monday.'*^ 
A spate of removals occurred in the following weeks. Two people were 
removed to Cherbourg on 9 July, a further seven on 16 July, and ten adults 
and three children followed one week later. Seven family members and 
another individual were sent to Woorabinda on 16 July. Two families and 
another Palm Islander were subsequently deported there on 23 July, while on 
the same day one family was removed to Hopevale and another to Mona 
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Mona,'*' This amounted to the removal of a further fifty Palm Islanders in 
little more than a month. The banishments continued, with nine men sent to 
Bamaga in August, for reasons, wrote Bartlam, of their being 'troublemakers', 
'larrikins' and a 'bad influence on the reserve','*" The success in cmshing the 
strike which had resulted from the initial exile of some of its organisers had 
now spawned a frenzy of removals. 
Some of these people had been chosen for their involvement in protest 
activities and were receiving delayed punishments,'** Others on the island 
were rewarded for having opted to align themselves with Bartlam, The seven 
men who had signed the petition against the strike were all provided with jobs 
afterwards, although one of the police officers, who conducted the arrest of 
Willie Thaiday, left Palm Island because of community ill-feeling towards 
him,'** 
Despite the continuation of punitive scapegoating measures during 1957, Palm 
Islanders state that many gains had been made as a result of the strike and that, 
as Bill Skuthorp put it, 'people seemed to get more freedom after it','*' 
Certainly there were some advances, both in relation to civil rights on the 
island and in more material terms. Mango Avenue and the restricted beach 
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area, previously the exclusive domain of whites, were no longer so.'** Cargo 
workers received a wage rise and rations were delivered to the homes of those 
not well enough to carry them.'*' Better homes were provided, a new store 
and butcher shop were opened, and in 1958 a reserve was established on 60 
acres at Aitkenvale for Palm Islanders who required residence on the 
mainland."" 
Less tangible results of the strike are evident on the island today. The events 
of 1957 left a legacy of living memories, both of the hope and integrity which 
come with stmggles for social justice, and of the weight of forces against 
social change on Palm. While the sociologist Paul Wilson concludes that the 
strike had resulted in 'negative' attitudes towards law enforcement agencies,"' 
it is perhaps more fitting, given the whole reserve context, to suggest that the 
outcome was a healthy suspicion of those forces of power whose interests 
were, and are, in conflict with Palm Island desires for self-determination. 
Alongside this wisdom regarding the role of the State and its instmments, came 
a growing acknowledgment that potential allies were now becoming available 
in the trade union movement, and that the community was capable of enormous 
solidarity. These lessons would inform alter campaigns for civil rights on 
Palm. 
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For the remainder of the decade, Murris in north Queensland were subjected to 
a second wave of dispossession and removals with the mining invasions into 
reserve lands. In 1957 the discovery of large deposits of bauxite on Weipa 
mission at Cape York resulted in discussions between the Queensland 
Govemment, the British-American aluminium cartel, Comalco, and the 
managing Presbyterian missionaries, cmd a subsequent reduction of Aboriginal 
reserve lands by 723,200 acres."^ In November, State parliament passed the 
Commonwealth Aluminium Corporation Agreement Act, providing Comalco 
with 587,802 hectares of land at a 'peppercom rental' of £2 per square mile 
per year. There was an enormous discrepancy between this lease and the 
normal rate set out under the Mining Act of £320 per square mile.'" No 
mention was made in the legislation of the presence of Murri residents on this 
land. As Daisy Marchisotti has put it: 'It was as if they did not exist.'"" 
News of the sale of reserve lands created anxieties on other reserves, and 
indeed, Murris in other areas were soon affected. Negotiations with Comalco 
continued and the Department of Native Affairs report for 1958 noted the 
reduction - euphemistically called a series of 'realigned boundaries' - of 
reserved land at Mapoon by 787,200 acres and at Amkun, where 422,400 
acres were lost."* By 1963 Mapoon residents would face eviction from their 
homes which were bumt to the ground, and bmtal deportation to Bamaga."* 
Similarly, in 1958 Port Stewart Murris were removed from their traditional 
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lands on the upper-west side of Princess Charlotte Bay. In this instance the 
people were exiled to Bamaga when station owners complained that their 
presence interfered with the cattle industry.'" 
Hence, in the late twentieth century Queensland's 'protection' Act allowed the 
continued removal of indigenous people in what became a post-frontier period 
of dispossession, in the interests of mining and pastoral capitalism. In 
addition, the punitive banishment of reserve residents, so recently witnessed on 
Palm, was soon repeated at Yarrabah, when again the Govemment sought rigid 
intemal control of the institution, despite the fact that in this case the 
settlement was a mission. In 1958, in the course of a strike at Yarrabah, Roy 
Henry Bartlam was summoned from Palm Island to provide his expertise in 
cmshing the resistance to the authoritarian and bmtal control of a mission 
manager. 
Captain J. Wilcox was a member of the Church Army, a lay evangelist 
movement within the Church of England, which had taken control of Yarrabah 
four years earlier."* Wilcox was known as a 'very tough man', prone to 
arrogant assaults upon the culture of reserve residents. At the time of the 
uprising, he had forbidden hunting and fishing on the Caims side of the bay on 
weekends and exiled individual residents who challenged his reign. Like 
Bartlam, he eventually faced a major refusal of this authority when Murri 
residents took strike action. With the assistance of the Waterside Workers' 
Union, Bessie Point was again opened to Murris and representations were 
made to Bishop Shevill in Townsville, calling for the removal of Wilcox."' 
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While these events at Yarrabah are poorly documented, there is evidence to 
suggest that Palm Islanders had been communicating with residents from the 
mission for some time, both through meetings for annual shows and contact in 
mainland employment.'*" Moreover, it seems that the original plan had been 
for a joint strike on both settlements to occur simultaneously, but the 
difficulties in co-ordination resulting from the restrictive 'protection' Act had 
made their goal unrealisable.'*' 
On 18 January 1958, the Courier Mail, under the headline: 'Aboriginals 
Expelled for Mission Brawls', reported that Yarrabah residents had been 
removed from their homes ' for attacking mission staff. Bishop Shevill and 
Superintendent Bartlam had travelled to Yarrabah to quell the disturbance 
which had followed a 'tightening of regulations' at the institution. Like their 
predecessors on Palm, the Yarrabah strikers were blamed for 'the trouble' as 
'men who should not have been at the mission because they were quite capable 
of eaming their own living'.'*^ The message, both at Palm Island in 1957 and 
at Yarrabah in 1958, was clear. Queensland's reserves were the property of 
the Govemment and only those who were docile and subservient would be able 
to remain. Residents with any hankerings for self-determination simply did not 
belong. Their exclusion was a reminder to all that they must submit. 
Following his mthless defeat of the strike in 1957, Bartlam served for another 
eight years as Palm Island's superintendent, before receiving a position as a 
regional district officer with the Department of Labour and National Service,'*' 
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Palm was in this period still being used as a dumping ground for exiles from 
the mainland, with 514 arrivals to the reserve in 1959.'*" In the following 
decade, Bartlam expressed his philosophy on race relations when he was asked 
for a submission to the 1961 Commonwealth Select Committee on Voting 
Rights of Aborigines. On the fourth anniversary of the defeat of the strike, 
Bartlam advised the committee that 'settlements' housed Aboriginal people 
'who are not yet educated enough to reach a standard of thinking for 
themselves'.'** As this chapter of Palm Island history makes clear, Bartlam 
was amongst many Queensland officials who were determined to exercise the 
kind of control designed to ensure that they never did. Indeed, the apparent 
absence of Aboriginal mobilisation on reserves between the Taroom strike of 
1916 and Palm Island in 1957 - a forty year interval - is telling evidence of the 
iron-clad control exercised by the reserve system, and its success in servicing 
the interests of Europeans. 
Given events in Queensland at the close of the 1950s, the change in the name 
of the Department of Native Affairs to that of the Aboriginal Advancement 
was, in 1958, something of a paradox. The real progress for Aboriginal 
people was in fact taking place outside the realm of govemmental bureaucracy, 
with the formation of the first national organisation of representatives from 
indigenous communities, which came to be known as FCAATSI. The 
campaigns by this organisation for citizenship rights and for self-determination 
on reserves would lead, eventually, to a gradual dismantling of white control. 
By 1984 Palm Islanders would finally have management of their island placed 
in the hands of their own elected council, and the settlement bell which had 
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dominated their lives would be dumped into the sea.'** The death of Roy 
Henry Bartlam later in that decade seems to have caused little remorse amongst 
Palm Island residents.'*' 
The Palm Island strike of 1957 received scant historical attention outside the 
reserve until 1974, when Alessandro Cavadini and Carolyn Strachan began 
their research for the film Protected. A subsequent media outcry berated their 
efforts, referring to the events in question as an 'ugly incident of history' and a 
'riot' that was better left forgotten.'** Links were drawn by the Townsville 
Daily Bulletin between the strike of '57 and 'Black Power', while a 
representative of the Department was cited as condemning the film-makers for 
'racking around in the much-heap of the past'. Disapproval of the film and a 
refusal to participate on the part of two ex-Palm Island residents, previously 
involved in the strike of '57, was heavily exploited.'*' In response to these 
developments, Bobbi Sykes wrote her 'Lament for the Strikers' which includes 
the following lines: 
I read/ 
In the papers this moming/ 
That you don't want/ 
No film made of the strike/1957/the good year/ 
And the reasons you give/ 
As that bringing back the past/ 
Will only make trouble ... 
Brothers/don't you know that that was the day/ 
That you took on your manhood/ 
Stood up/rattled your fetters/looked whitey in the eye/ 
That was the day you done right ... 
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It is tmth that they took you/ 
Manacled/guns at temples 
from your home/ 
And it is tmth/ 
That it looked like they had won/ 
But they didn't/because the fight continues/ 
others fell in where you had been dragged out/ 
How can you have forgotten/ 
The pride in your women's eyes/ 
Along with the worry 
And how can you have forgotten/ 
That the blood and the tears in the street/ 
Were your own? 
Sykes' poem includes a post-script: 'Despite constant threat of expulsion from 
Palm Island by the white manager and the DAIA, either the strikers themselves 
or a close relative re-enacted all parts of the film.' While the press had 
portrayed the strikers' indecision regarding the film as definite, 'their 
revolutionary spirit prevailed'."" 
190 Bobbi Sykes, Love Poems and Other Revolutionary Actions, pp. 23-24. 
A hard fighting man never dies, 
his peace is as peaceful as the breeze, 
and when you are down he's around, 
like a breeze that is blowing through your hair 
Kwanji is a hard fighting man 
but now his life form has passed 
Kwanji is a hard fighting man, fighting man. 
No one has ever put him down 
Forces can't seem to put him down. 
Joe Geia, Kwanji 
CHAPTER 8 
'A Certain Paradise for Certain People' : 
1960s Palm Island 
in recent years ... Queensland has been subjected to considerable 
criticism.... This is a very healthy and desirable situation 
because it means that Queensland is really doing something.... 
It is not, however, Govemment policy nor thinking that Palm 
Island or any other reserve is a penal centre. 
Pat Killoran, Director 
Department of Aboriginal Affairs, 1968' 
We say quite bluntly that Palm Island is a penal settlement 
despite the fact that the Queensland Govemment says it is not. 
Evelyne Scott 
Address to FCAATSI, 1970.^  
In June 1961 Leslie Foster of Palm Island was asked by Mr Nelson of the 
Commonwealth Govemment's Select Committee into Voting Rights, 'What 
would you say would be the most important thing that your people require?'. 
Foster replied, 'What they want is their rights, which have been taken from 
them a long time ago.' Questioned further he added, 'We want our rights and 
I do not think it will be long before we get them.'' 
Foster's words, delivered at the opening of the decade, were indicative of the 
desires of the Palm Island people to achieve self-determination, a commitment 
which had been expressed in such courageous dimensions in the strike of 1957, 
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and which persisted, despite the bmtal conclusion of the strike, in the years 
that followed. Indeed, while the press had described the protest of '57 as a 
'riot', conjuring up images of a people out of control. Palm Islanders had 
never been more in control than when they had acted to take command of their 
own affairs, and memories of these events were not easily forgotten. 
Throughout the first half of the 1960s Palm Island continued to operate as a 
penal settlement under the excessively bmtal dictatorship of Roy Henry 
Bartlam. Yet the island's superintendent was now repeatedly faced with public 
exposure of his administration, as residents used the facilities of the mainland 
to seek redress for injustices on the reserve. Alongside Leslie Foster's 
testimony, officials of the Select Committee were told by Joseph Garbutt that 
he had been sent to the island as punishment for drinking alcohol, that his 
sentence appeared to be indefinite, and that living on Palm was 'like being in 
prison.'" 
Moreover, two months after these sittings the Townsville Trades and Labour 
Council attended the Coroner's Court inquest into the death in custody of 
Henry Pitt on Palm Island, following representations to their organisation by 
island residents, Jimmy Daisy and George Johnson.* These hearings, in 
August and September, provided evidence from Palm Island Murris alleging 
that Pitt had been assaulted by police, while it was the opinion of Townsville 
Medical Officer, Leslie Halberstater, that Pitt's life could have been saved if 
ibid, p.90. Phillip Stewart who, with Mick Miller, set a landmark for 
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the condition of his health had been ascertained and treated four or five days 
prior to his death, while in the custody of Palm Island police.* 
Henry Pitt was a twenty-nine year old sanitation worker, known by fellow 
residents as a person who 'was always voicing his opinions' and who defended 
himself in the face of authorities who were 'dressing him down in any way.' 
Previously imprisoned for failure to have a haircut, Pitt was sentenced to three 
weeks' gaol on 8 July, 1961, for 'refusing to keep himself clean'. The 
resident chaplain, Robert Jones, told the inquest that Pitt worked on sanitary 
and garbage wagons at the time of his arrest, 'not', he added, 'a very clean job 
in my opinion.'* Further evidence of the excessively punitive nature of the 
reserve was provided by Jimmy Buchanan, who stated that he was serving four 
weeks' gaol at the time of Pitt's arrest, for 'being out of bounds', and by Ron 
Shadford, who told the court that at thirty-two years of age he had been 
imprisoned 'at least thirty times', his latest arrest being for evasion of work.' 
The inquest was also advised that prisoners were confined in a small concrete 
building with three cells, each of which had bars on all doors and windows, 
and that meals were passed through those windows by police. They were put 
to work on road constmction and in clearing scmb, while only officials and 
missionaries were allowed to visit them in the gaol. Moreover, the Palm 
Island prison was subject to very little scmtiny since the Superintendent visited 
only once every two or three weeks, the hygiene officer every three to four 
weeks and a visiting magistrate saw the gaol on only one occasion every three 
months.'" 
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Witnesses testified that Henry Pitt had complained to the Police Sergeant of 
being ill on 12 July and was allowed to stay in his cell though he had been 
assigned to work as the tea boiler for the logging gang. On several occasions 
in the days that followed Pitt was provided with aspirin tablets by Constable 
Gunnawarra when he said he was experiencing headaches. On Monday, 23 
July, Pitt began vomiting blood, but the Constable was unable to take him to 
hospital until he had the approval of both the Police Sergeant and the 
Superintendent. When Pitt was taken to hospital later that day, Dr Flynn 
prescribed two tablets of largactil, a medication usually administered for the 
management of psychotic disorders, to be taken four times a day, and for 
reasons not explained, performed a blood test for venereal disease. " 
Dr Flynn was at this stage dealing with a patient who was actually suffering 
from a fracture to the skull which had caused cerebral compression, and the 
injury was between two and four weeks old. Moreover, despite the fact that 
Pitt had been carried to hospital on a stretcher, when asked if he ever thought 
or suspected 'Henry Pitt may have been pretending to be sick' the doctor 
replied, 'I thought he may have."^ Pitt was retumed to his cell and in the 
days that followed he continued to vomit blood, 'couldn't stomach food', was 
unable to rise from his bed and was occasionally given aspirin." 
Ivy Sam, who lived next door to the gaol at this time, has recalled: 
I remember Henry Pitt ... I used to hear him calling out at 
night ... from the cell ... cryin' out and you could tell it was a 
cry that he was in pain ... he used to go to hospital ... I'd walk 
out to the fence and ask him how he felt ... he used to say, 'No 
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good', and he couldn't balance. He had police, each side of him 
in the end, leading him down there and back ... You could tell 
there must have been some damage done to his head.'" 
On Friday 28 July, Henry Pitt was taken out into the compound of the gaol 
where he lay on a blanket. All of the police had left the gaol at 9 a.m. that 
moming to collect their wages. They were still absent at 11 a.m. when Henry 
Pitt passed away. Watchhouse keeper. Jack Gunnawarra, was walking past the 
picture theatre when Beatrice Dodd ran up to inform him that 'something had 
happened to Henry'. When Gunnawarra arrived back at the gaol, the prisoner 
Johnny Jumbo informed him that during his absence Henry Pitt had died.'* 
In testimonies to the subsequent inquest, Murri residents George Johnson, Ron 
Shadford, Keith Bligh and Robert Wilson all stated that Pitt had been assaulted 
by police on the day of his arrest. When asked why he had not reported this 
information, Shadford stated, 'I knew I would be sent for later on.' 
Questioned by J. Aboud of the Department of Native Affairs, Superintendent 
Bartlam argued that he was unaware of evidence from Sergeant Stanley that 
another police officer had pushed Pitt into a set of lockers on the day of his 
arrest, and that he was knocked off balance and had hit his head. He added 
that 'knowing' the police officers on Palm, 'I do not think they intended it as a 
punitive action.' Aboud responded, 'Would it surprise you that some lawyers 
regard it as unlawful assault?', to which Bartlam responded, 'It would not 
surprise me at all.''* 
It was after Pitt's death that one of the police officers allegedly reported to 
Bartlam that Henry Pitt had fallen on a log while at work on 17 July. 
Constable Gunnawarra stated that Pitt had mentioned nothing of an accident, 
'" Ivy Sam, Interview with author. Palm Island, 15 January 1991. 
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while fellow prisoners, Fred Fulford and Paddy Sarabo stated that they had not 
themselves seen, nor heard from either Pitt or other workers on the gang that 
the alleged accident had occurred. Paddy Sarabo commented that workers on 
the logging gang 'were all lined up so we could see one another', and that 
Pitt's job as tea boiler meant that 'he didn't pick up any branches or logs and 
put them on the stack ... just little scraps to start the fire.' Fulford stated that 
had an accident occurred, workers would have informed policeman Diamond 
Bell, in charge of their gang. Moreover, Bell himself testified that he had not 
been informed of any accident involving Pitt, despite the fact that as the person 
'in charge' he would 'generally' be advised." 
Despite this evidence, the testimonies of Superintendent Bartlam and one police 
officer dominated the findings of the coroner's inquest which concluded that 
Pitt's death: 
was the result of an injury received when he accidentally stmck 
himself on the back of the head with a log, when he tripped and 
fell while attempting to throw the log onto a heap of logs for 
buming... There is no evidence of any criminal act or omission 
on the part of any person to which the death of the deceased can 
be attributed.'* 
Jimmy Daisy, the resident who had made an excuse to Bartlam in order to get 
to Townsville and raise the issue of Pitt's death with the Trades and Labour 
Council, was subsequently removed from Palm Island and separated from his 
family, who did not see him again until some eight months later when they 
met with him on the mainland. His daughter Leonie recalls the period as a 
traumatic time for the Daisy family, who were unaware of why he was being 
punished or where he had been sent." 
" ibid, p. 286, 194, 35, 202, 280, 204, 10. 
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In the aftermath of the inquest, Percy Tucker, the Labour member for 
Townsville North, questioned the Minister for Health and Home Affairs during 
Parliament's October sittings: 'As it is normal human practice to make 
critically ill patients as comfortable as possible in hospital, has he inquired as 
to why Pitt was allowed to spend the closing hours of his life on a bag on his 
cell floor?'. Henry Noble, evading the issue of hospitalisation, responded 
simply that Pitt had been 'taken out into the compound yard after breakfast 
when a blanket was spread in the sun for him to lie on. Death took place 
here, not in his cell. '^ " 
Regardless of the findings of the inquest, however, it was a commonly held 
belief amongst elders in the Palm Island community that Henry Pitt had died as 
a result of assault by police and negligence while in custody.^' This conviction 
grew from their experience of eight years of intense repression under Bartlam's 
regime, his excessive use of force and frequent bmtalities. That rigid 
apartheid relations and a form of penal servitude were still operating in the 
1960s is further evidenced by Bartlam's instmctions to staff in this era. On 20 
November 1962 he issued the following circular: 
Residents other than Aboriginals resident on the settlement are 
not permitted to enter any Aboriginal home on the settlement.... 
No person shall engage in any transaction with an Aboriginal on 
the reserve without the authority of the Superintendent.... Any 
person who suffers or permits an aboriginal to be in or upon any 
house or premises in his occupation or under his control without 
the permit [sic] of the Protector shall be guilty of an offence.^ ^ 
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The Superintendent's punitive mentality was further illustrated with the order 
that: 
If a man under a particular officer's control, is wilfully 
disobedient or refuses to work as directed, he is to be directed to 
report to the Superintendent or officer in charge, either in the 
company of the Overseer concemed or with a full written report. 
The Superintendent will determine the action to be taken. 
In cases of evasion or neglect of work, failure to report to work 
as directed or neglect of duty, similar action is to be taken by 
the Overseer. When a man cannot be located in working hours, 
the Police are to be advised and the person brought before the 
Superintendent next moming at 8 a.m. with a full report.^' 
Hence, in the 1960s the injustices of Bartlam's reign continued, and it was not 
until 1966 that he left the island, with some Palm Islanders convinced that the 
emergence of an Aboriginal Council on Palm was enough infringement upon 
his power to drive him to the mainland for an altemative career.^" Yet if 
subsequent managers, Trevor La Brooy and Jim Clark, tempered their adminis-
trations with less dictatorial personalities, in both cases they continued to 
operate a system of intensive interference in residents' personal lives. The 
more significant change on the island was in the realm of efforts to contest 
their power. For while the reserve remained geographically marginalised, 
racially segregated and punitive in nature, these legacies of the 1950s now 
became subjected to the challenges of the 1960s, or what would later become 
known as the 'decade of protest.'^ * 
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It was in this context of a burgeoning mainland movement of indigenous people 
campaigning for equal wages, civil liberties, land ownership, education, 
housing, control over funds and an end to racial segregation, that Palm 
Islanders increasingly used the organisations of the mainland to voice their 
ambitions for social justice. Indeed, Bartlam's continuing resort to stealthy 
deportations seemed to have backfired by the end of the decade, as word of 
conditions on the island was made public by these exiled residents.^* The 
Federal Council of Aboriginal Advancement, its Queensland branch in 
particular, paid increasing attention to Palm Island, while allies were also 
emerging in greater numbers amongst trade unionists, church , student and 
professional groups. 
Faith Bandler, Bobbi Sykes, Joe McGuinness, Jackie Huggins and Heather 
Goodall have documented the activities of Murri organisations in this period, 
during which the exclusion of indigenous people across Australia, from 'main 
streets, parks, public swimming pools, public bars, the census and the vote' 
was forcefully challenged on many varied and united fronts.^' This movement 
was enhanced, both in perspective and confidence, by stmggles for 
decolonisation intemationally and links were drawn with people in the Third 
World. Following the withdrawal of South Africa from the British 
Commonwealth as a result of criticism of its apartheid policies, FCAA's first 
national conference in Brisbane protested to all Commonwealth Prime 
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Ministers against 'apartheid in our own country', drawing attention to 
Australia's 'Humiliating discrimination in voting, liquor, marriage, property 
and wage rights', as well as the exclusion of Aboriginal children from 
mainstream schooling.^ * 
Parallels were also drawn with the black civil rights movement in America, its 
frequent television coverage adding further impetus to campaigns. In 1965 the 
Freedom Rides of north-westem New South Wales, conducted by Charles 
Perkins and a group of students protesting racial segregation at public 
facilities, were in part an emulation of the 1961 freedom riders in America. 
The arrest of picketers at the Moree swimming pool became a landmark in the 
escalating determination of post-war activists.^' 
Some concessions were won in the shape of legal reform. In 1962 indigenous 
people in Queensland, Westem Australia and the Northem Territory were 
granted the right to vote in federal elections.'" Four years later South 
Australia passed the Prohibition of Discrimination Act, the first law in 
Australia to define racism as an offence, as well as the Aboriginal Lands Tmst 
Act, which set up a Tmst comprised entirely of Aboriginal people." At this 
stage federal law still failed to recognise Aboriginal people as citizens, and 
while the country's sheep and cattle were counted on the census. Aboriginal 
people were not. In 1967 the referendum regarding citizenship proposed 
amendments to Sections 51 and 127 of the Constitution which denied the 
m 
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Commonwealth powers to legislate regarding Aboriginal people and refused 
them equal rights with other Australians. 32 
FCAATSI members focused their energies on this campaign, perceiving legal 
rights and inclusion in social service schemes as important goals. Intemational 
pressure was also influential, while the end result, legally recognising 
Aboriginal people as individuals - not, however, as a people - sat comfortably 
with assimilationist perspectives. Yet there were further consequences, in that 
the campaign for the 'Yes' vote brought together many activists from all States 
and boosted their confidence. On 27 May 1967 it was passed by over 90 
percent of voters." 
The demand for equal wages also became a central call of all Aboriginal 
organisations, and in 1963 it was supported by the Australian Council of Trade 
Unions' Congress.'" Joumalist/ historian John Pilger has commented: 
It came as something of an embarrassment to white trade unions, 
proud of their legal minimum wage, to leam that highly skilled 
stockmen were paid a few dollars a week,plus a few sacks of 
flour, sugar and tea, and suffered living conditions no better 
than those provided for the station's dogs.'* 
Following several extensive strike actions by Aboriginal pastoral workers, this 
campaign was won in Westem Australia in 1965. In this same year Northem 
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Territory Aboriginal stockmen applied for full award wages, but the 
Arbitration Commission decided in March 1966 to delay the implementation of 
this award, mainly due to the insistence of pastoralists that a 'slow worker' 
clause be inserted, thereby allowing for payment of lower wages. In response, 
the Gurindji of Wave Hill and Newcastle Waters went on strike, leading what 
would soon become a national campaign and evolve into a stmggle for rights 
to traditional land.'* 
When the Northem Territory Govemment finally granted the wage increase in 
December 1968, the Gurindji continued to squat on land at Wattie Creek, 
while Vincent Lingiari took the campaign to Sydney to engage the support of 
urban dwellers. The Gurindji land claim drew intemational interest, with visits 
to Australia by Afro-Americans, Maoris and Papua New Guineans, during 
what became a nine year long strike action." While the fmits of their 
campaign were not evident until the 1970s, the Gurindji stmggle also inspired 
the Yirrkala people of Amhem Land, who protested the excision of their 
reserve lands for Nobalco's mining interests. While their claim was 
unsuccessful, both the Yirrkala and the Gurindji were instmmental in inspiring 
a wave of Aboriginal activism, and a focus on the issues of land rights and 
self-determination from the second half of the decade.'* 
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Yet, while equal wages had been awarded and benefits were felt in some areas, 
the aftermath of this change, in the context of an economic downtum, involved 
the dismissal of longstanding Aboriginal stockmen, no longer attracting 
employment as cheap labour." Writing in 1989, Faith Bandler has commented 
that the issue of unequal wages. 
... evolved into the present problem of unequal opportunity. 
However, at the time, these changes brought tremendous relief 
from crippling poverty and virtual slavery in mral areas ... and 
helped to instill in the black community greater optimism about 
the future ... Confidence grew among the young and doors 
began to open."" 
Significant changes were also occurring within the ranks of organisations 
working for social justice in Australia's race relations. While by 1961 the 
Federal Council for Aboriginal Advancement had a Murri president - Joe 
McGuinness from North Queensland - the majority of its membership was non-
Aboriginal,"' and by the close of the decade 'a floor revolt of Aboriginals' was 
demanding more say in decision-making. Drawing inspiration from Black 
Power philosophies in the United States, members of the Advancement 
Leagues pushed for self-determination of their own aspirations, methods and 
priorities, linking the existence of non-Aboriginal executive committees with 
the longstanding history of patemalism in Australian racial politics. The all-
Aboriginal National Tribal Council, with its State branches, evolved from this 
movement."^ 
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Yet, if progress had been made in relation to federal law reform, in 
Queensland the punitive Acts overshadowed its impact, since vulnerability to 
the stipulations of these laws continued to dominate the lives of Murris and 
Torres Strait Islanders. People like Joe McGuinness and Evelyn Scott of 
QCAATSI and Kwanji (the late Pastor Don Brady) of the Tribal Council 
pressed for attention to the Act and to the issues affecting people whose voices 
were marginalised through their confinement to missions and reserves."' 
While historian CM. Tatz has argued that in this period 'in terms of physical 
comfort and security' conditions in Queensland were 'excellent',"" Palm 
Islanders have recalled experiences of intense stmctural neglect on the reserve. 
Moreover, Murri and Torres Strait Islander residents of all reserves and 
missions were made increasingly insecure by the willingness of the Coalition 
Govemment to entertain the desires of mining companies to appropriate reserve 
lands. The bmtal evictions at Mapoon in 1963 sent shock waves across all 
communities. Those at Weipa, which had been radically reduced by 
Comalco's lease in the 1950s, found that the company's promises of a 'model 
village' and full employment were unfulfilled, with only about ten employed in 
the highly mechanical operation to mine bauxite."* 
Lockhart, Mitchell and Edward River (now Pormpuraaw) missions were all 
relinquished by the Anglican Church to the State Govemment in this period. 
Residents at I^ockhart, whose lands were rich in gold and monazite, were 
repeatedly badgered by the Queensland Govemment to move to Bamaga, 
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although community opposition prevented a full scale transfer."* When the 
Seventh Day Adventist Church handed management of Mona Mona to the 
Govemment in 1968, residents faced immediate evictions to 'special 
allotments' in isolated areas. Mona Mona people were subsequently forced to 
bid for their lands at a public auction of 4,(X)0 acres. This they did 
successfully, fulfilling the purchase through federal funding and their own 
earnings."' 
In addition to the absence of any secure land tenure, many Murris continued to 
work on cattle stations in settings where they were housed and fed separately. 
Despite the lip-service paid to assimilationist perspectives by Queensland 
politicians, segregation still flourished in employment, education and in the use 
of public facilities and places of entertainment, many of which maintained 
roped-off sections to enforce separations."* 
Resistance to social change was not new to Queensland's Murri population, so 
that, despite the constant threat of punishment, a growing number of people 
challenged the Govemment's continuing intransigence. Oodgeroo Nunucal 
(Kath Walker) has recalled how QCAATSI members like herself were 
'harassed by police and spied on' by o-feer ^occ^^. She has recorded the work 
involved in engaging 'TV, press and radio', attending 'seven to ten interviews 
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a day' and retuming home, on one occasion, to find that 'someone had entered 
my house and savagely slashed the curtains and all my clothes with a razor.'"' 
It is a tribute to the strength of this movement in Queensland, that while 
officials administering race relations refused to concede publicly to any 
criticism of govemment policy,*" real gains were soon made and in 1961 the 
first victory was brought against the Act over an incident at Hopevale, Jimmy 
Jacko and his girlfriend Gerty had fled to the bush, after being instmcted by 
Superintendent Pastor Kemich that they were not to keep company on the 
mission. When the two retumed to the settlement, a 'kangaroo court' decided 
that the young woman's head be shaved, that they both work for two weeks 
without pay and that Jimmy Jacko be exiled to Palm Island, Jacko was also 
stmck across the back, twelve times, in the presence of his brothers, his 
girlfriend, his father, two elders and other mission staff,*' 
During the course of his deportation, Jacko contacted the Caims Advancement 
League, and a subsequent alliance of FCAATSI members, the Victorian 
Council for Aboriginal Rights, five trade unions in the building and shipping 
industries, as well as the Queensland Trades and Labour Council, formed 
around the case. Henry Noble, the Minister for Health and Home Affairs, 
announced that a magisterial inquiry would be held in June. Represented by 
Fred Patterson, barrister. Communist Party member and former M.L.A. for 
Bowen, Jimmy Jacko related his experience to the court. The inquiry found 
"' ibid. 
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the Superintendent's bmtality 'inexcusable' and Kemich subsequently left the 
mission 'to give effect to the spirit of the finding.'*^ 
While this outcome had been a blow against the Act and considerable 
embarrassment for the Govemment, it was largely an individual victory and 
many cases of ill-treatment continued.Joe McGuinness has recalled receiving 
almost weekly complaints to the League throughout this period, from people 
seeking assistance to fight the operations of the Act. And while the 
Govemment reviewed the legislation following the Hopevale court case, 
recommendations from the subsequent Special Committee of Review, calling 
for a range of liberalisations, were largely ignored.*' 
The 'new' Act of 1965 did not depart greatly from its predecessors, and in 
1968 the Department's Director boasted that the Aborigines and Torres Strait 
Islander Affairs Act was 'achieving the objectives which earlier Acts intended.' 
While the League and trade unions had called for a full public inquiry, Murris 
had not been consulted as to what form the Act should take. In the course of 
debate over the issue, the Queensland Minister advised parliament that 
autonomy for reserves would be granted 'but not yet.'*" 
Changes in title and rhetoric were more evident than actual variations to the 
system of reserve administration. 'Superintendents' became 'managers' and 
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'settlements' were now 'communities'. 'Protected' persons were now 
'assisted'. In real terms, however, while voting rights in State and local 
elections were gained, as well as access to alcohol (off reserves), the Director 
actually acquired wider powers of regulation than were held under the 1939 
Act, including discretionary powers regarding the 'discipline and good order' 
of reserves. Powers of protectors were now transferred to the Court of Petty 
Sessions, but the clerk of these courts was usually the same police officer who 
had previously held the post of protector.** 
Moreover, while Aboriginal Councils would now be established on reserves, 
these were provided with 'no effective say in the mnning of their own 
affairs.'** Consisting of four members, with two of these to be appointed by 
the manager, all members of Councils were themselves under the Act and all 
of their decisions subject to right of veto on the part of managers. Hence, 
while giving the appearance of a concession to demands for self-determination, 
the effort was a cynical one, with Councils soon criticised as 'little more than 
eyewash.'*' 
Following strenuous representations by FCAATSI, and Alex Macdonald as 
general secretary of the Trades and Labour Council, the exclusion of 
indigenous people from pastoral workers' award wages was abolished in 1968. 
The Tmst Fund, however, continued to operate. Hence, those working under 
the Act continued to be robbed of their wages up into the 1970s, despite a 
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vigorous campaign of lobbying Members of Parliament and attempts to 
persuade the Commonwealth Bank to desist from participation in the scheme. 
However, in 1969 a successful challenge was made against police 
misappropriation of funds, when QCAATSI pressure resulted in Sergeant 
Kevin Mead of Mount Gamett station being convicted of forgeries on Murri 
bank accounts to the value of $3,300 and sentenced to a year in gaol.** 
Numerous instances of cormption continued despite the campaign to abolish 
the Tmst Fund system, and interest from Tmst accounts continued to be 
deposited into the Aboriginal Welfare Fund. Moreover, in 1969-70, $56,(X)0 
was extracted from this fund and used to purchase shares in Comalco.*' Given 
the 'peppercom rental' of reserve lands at Weipa to this company in 1957, this 
subsequent purchase suggests that in the long term the State Govemment gave 
the land to Comalco free of charge. 
In addition, the Queensland Act of the late 1960s continued to enforce 
removals of Murris and Torres Strait Islanders to reserves, with Section 20 
allowing the Director to declare anyone 'assisted' and therefore subject to this 
provision. Hence, as Alan Doobov commented at the close of the decade, 
Queensland was still exercising the kind of control 'reminiscent of that 
exercised by a military occupation force.'*" Palm Island remained the ultimate 
punitive destination and continued to be used as a threat to all those who 
sought to challenge power, relations on reserves and missions, even in this very 
recent period of Queensland history. In 1966, for example, following conflict 
** May, 'Race Relations in Queensland 1897-1971', pp. 163-64; 
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between staff and residents, five Murris from Edward River/Pormpuraaw were 
removed to Palm Island by the Director 'for 18 months, without trial and in 
defiance of the new Act.'*' 
While the Queensland Govemment insisted, with a good deal of monotony, 
that the Palm Island community 'functions as a happy and contented unit',*^ 
other voices provided a different view, and despite stringent measures to 
restrict visitors and to maintain the reserve's isolation, the veil of secrecy was 
frequently challenged in these years. In 1962 the Seamen's Union drew 
attention to the poor facilities on the island, with crew of the M.V. Waiben, 
which regularly serviced Palm, advising the Brisbane TLC and QCAATSI that 
they were 'alarmed and dismayed' by the 'completely unsuitable and 
inefficient' craft used by Murri labourers to transport cargo ashore.*' 'With 
heavy cargo', the Seamen's report argued, 'it is not exaggerating to say the 
men take their lives into their hands in their efforts to load the boats.' 
Average weekly wages on Palm Island were, in this year, twenty-four shillings 
- the lowest rate of pay on any of the Queensland reserves.*" 
The Seamen argued that the condition of the 'larger boats' was 'deplorable' -
'they start to make water long before they are full' - and they called for a 
'proper landing craft' and a wharf to be constmcted urgently: '... surely that is 
not too much to ask .... It is revealing to compare these conditions with the 
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excellent set-up at Hayman Island, for instance. One is a matter of necessity, 
the other is for the convenience of those who can afford luxury holidays.'** 
Palm Island was exposed to further observation, with researchers visiting from 
the mainland, despite the Department's reticence to disclose information or to 
allow freedom of movement on reserves. In 1963 the linguist Bob Dixon was 
told that he could only talk to residents in the courthouse and then only in the 
presence of a Native Policeman,** while in 1964 historian CD. Rowley 
discovered 'a deep distmst of independent inquiry', while managing to locate 
evidence of appalling inequality. 'The inmates', he later recorded, 'were 
treated as rather dull "retarded" children'. Many still worked without pay 
while wages were between £1 and £6 per week.*' 
More widespread exposure occurred in the second half of the decade. When, 
in 1967, Dr Allen Saltan was sent to Palm Island for the standard six weeks' 
practice on the reserve, the Govemment was clearly unaware that neither 
Saltan nor his wife at the time, Jan Mills, were prepared to conform to the 
system of apartheid relations, or to remain silent about conditions of 
deprivation and neglect on the island. Dr Saltan later published details of 
some of the realities of life on Palm, and wisely chose to do so under 
anonymity, since the appearance of his subsequent article in the national 
university students' magazine. Aboriginal Ouarteriy. inspired something of a 
Govemment orchestrated 'witch-hunt' in search of the author.** 
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Jan Mills has recalled of their arrival on Palm: 
Instantly we got there we realised that there was a segregation in 
living, you know, the dark people all lived on 'that' side in their 
little humpies ... we went for a tour and we saw these places 
and most of them were in a shocking state of disrepair in '67. 
We had a very nice house. At that time it was reasonably new 
jmd it overlooked the water, and the white people lived in 
various homes, that you could recognise as such, on a different 
part of the island ... there was just not any communication 
between the black and the white.*' 
Allen Saltan has described how the white quarters entailed 'the only curbed 
and guttered, tree-lined, two-lane street on the island', while Murri residents: 
... had what amounted to a one or two roomed, dirt-floor hovel. 
Usually fibro. Small things with a very low powered electric 
system ... [usually with] one light bulb. They didn't have the 
same facilities but they paid the same rent.'" 
A number of homes for Murri families were built on the bay, in a marshy area 
which was below tide level, so that when the water rose the sewage system 
empted, causing much illness and cross-infection. Yet, Dr Saltan recalls, 
white staff insisted that the subsequent outbreaks of diarrhoea were the result 
of Palm Islanders being 'dirty people': 
You had only to look at basic epidemiology of social services to 
see that they stuffed it up.... The best place to live, in a 
tropical region, is obviously high up. Assuming that it was 
correspondence with author, 19 September 1992. 
Jan Mills, Interview with author, Brisbane, 6 November 1991. 69 
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down there, then the bare minimum of social service would have 
been the provision of a pumped sewage system." 
While on Palm Island, Allen Saltan and Jan Mills broke the social code of 
racial segregation, befriending and visiting the home of Fred and Iris Clay. 
Yet, Dr Saltau soon found that health services on the island were also 
segregated and that he was expected to administer a 'peculiar system' in what 
was theoretically a standard public hospital: 
... there was an outpatients in the moming in which people 
arrived at the usual eight o'clock and waited, until they were 
finished at about one o'clock in the aftemoon, and there were no 
appointments made. A wait for hours type of outpatients. And 
then there was a second outpatients, made only by appointment, 
starting at two. 
When Dr Saltau questioned the existence of this second session, which allowed 
for appointments and was predictably for white residents only, he was told that 
this was because 'people coming at two had "important" jobs on the island' 
and their labour was needed to allow the community to 'function'. Not 
accepting this rationalisation, he recalls: 'One week later I proved that it was 
crap when an appointment was made, not for an important person on the 
island, but for a tourist'. Saltau refused to see the patient immediately as it 
was not an urgent case.'^ 
Just as Dr Bancroft had discovered some thirty years earlier, nonconformity on 
the part of white staff brought the wrath of the top echelons of the 
administrative hierarchy: 
The Medical Superintendent at that time flew across. Now his 
name was Norman Scott Young. He became the member for 
Townsville. And he told me to 'stop playing polities', which is 
" Dr Allen Saltau, Interview with author, Brisbane, 6 September 1992. 
'2 ibid. 
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intriguing considering about two years later he was playing it! 
But I was wamed that if I continued he would not sign my 
papers associated with getting my full registration as a doctor." 
Saltau saw the very nature of his placement on the island as another health 
issue: 'They were putting what amounted to young RMOs, just a few months 
out of the nest, in as the only doctor on the island ... and for not long enough 
to develop a basic relationship with people, so that you could try and follow 
things up.''" Dr Saltan's subsequent expose of the island criticised the 
'overbearing' attitude of white staff at the Matemity and Child Welfare clinic, 
noting that while child endowment payments went to the clinic, rather than 
mothers, 'those in charge act as if they are kindly giving things away, rather 
than dispensing what was the Aboriginals' property in any case.' In addition, 
the pushing of supplies of lactogen through the retail store 'guaranteed bottle 
feeding' and resulted in high rates of diarrhoea and nutritional problems in 
infants. The detrimental effects were so obvious, Saltau recalls, that 'There 
seemed to be a basic policy to achieve just that'.'* 
Aboriginal Ouarteriy also published allegations that the European hygiene 
officer overlooked 'such minor details as the overgrown and stagnant state of 
creeks' and septic systems in 'sour soil'. The butchery was 'a disgusting 
disgrace', wrote Saltau, 'being filthy and flyblown and inadequate' and lacking 
a working refrigeration plant, so that meat could not be kept any longer than a 
day. The result of this neglect was 'a high frequency of parasitic disease on 
the island.''* That such diseases were prevalent is verified by departmental 
reports from the period, with 294 admissions to hospital recorded in 1963 as 
" ibid. 
7* ibid. 
'* ibid; 'Palm Island - Hell in Paradise', p. 4. 
'** 'Palm Island - Hell in Paradise', p. 4. 
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the result of a 'gastro epidemic', while lack of road transport was blamed for 
the inadequate garbage cover. In 1964 the Director of Native Affairs reported 
that nightsoil and garbage were being removed using trailers attached to the 
farm tractor which had been purchased in 1948 and was 'constantly giving 
trouble.'" 
Dr Dorothea Saunders surveyed Palm Island in this period for the Queensland 
Institute of Medical Research, and located inadequate garbage disposal on the 
settlement as the possible cause of childhood deaths from dysentery in the 
summer months. In 1965 she again examined the health of residents, finding a 
high rate of infection, with disease present in all of the dormitories and more 
than one-third of the houses surveyed.'* Two years later doctors D.G. Jose, 
M.H.R. Self and N.D. Stallman recorded that infant mortality rates on 
reserves and missions were appallingly high, being six times greater than the 
State's average, and with curable diseases, especially diarrhoeal and respiratory 
illness, high amongst the causes." 
Inadequate nutrition was also a factor in ill-health, and it was indicative of the 
Govemment's intransigence that in the post-strike period, despite the history of 
animosity and dismption caused by inedible meat supplies, Murri residents 
continued to queue for substandard food, while white staff received the choice 
cuts. Jan Mills has recalled visiting the butcher shop, seeing the women lined 
" Health and Hygiene Report for Quarter January-Febmary, 1963 and 
Director of Native Affairs to Director-General of Education, Re: 
Sanitation, Palm Island, 11 December 1964, Uncatalogued Palm Island 
Bundles, Department of Native Affairs, Brisbane, Department of 
Family Services and Aboriginal and Islander Affairs. 
'* D.F. Saunders, 'Parasitology - Palm Island Aboriginal Settlement', 
Oueensland Institute of Medical Research. Nineteenth Annual Report. 
1964, p. 14 and 1965, p. 10. 
" D.G. Jose et al., 'A Survey of Children and Adolescents on Queensland 
Aboriginal Settlements, 1967', Australian Paediatric Joumal. No 5, 
1969, p. 82. 
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up with their string bags, and hearing the butcher call out the name of her 
friend. Iris Clay: 
He would say ... 'Mrs Iris Clay, five children - four pounds of 
meat'. She couldn't say, 'Oh, I want a pound of sausages and a 
pound of mince.' They allocated her a piece of meat. Then 
they walked over to this big conveyor belt and they took off a 
block of meat. Now, I've never seen meat like this before.... It 
was like they got a bullock and pushed it into a big machine and 
it just sort of blocked up and came out in bits. It wasn't even a 
recognisable meat colour. 
Jan Mills recalls joining the line of women, watching the butcher drop meat 
into their bags, unwrapped, and coming to the front of the queue with a view 
to protesting when the butcher dealt her a similar 'block': 
I said, 'If you think I'm taking that, you've got another think 
coming'. So they said, 'Oh, no, we don't give that to the white 
people'. I bought the most enormous big thick T-bone steaks 
for about forty cents. They gave it to me right in front of the 
other ladies, they did.... They got out tissue paper and wrapped 
it up.... That meat on Palm Island, they were practically giving 
it away to the white people.*" 
In addition, while produce from the Palm Island farm had, in the 1950s, 
provided fresh fmit and vegetables for both the community and for export to 
the mainland, the introduction of social service payments seems to have 
coincided with an administrative policy to cease providing any means of 
employment, with tractors now left standing idle and in disrepair. Allen Saltau 
reported that the reserve had become 'a prison without walls', with young 
people educated in racially segregated schools, and then leaving to join the 
ranks of the unemployed.*' 
*" Jan Mills, Interview with author, Brisbane, 6 September 1991. 
*' 'Palm Island - Hell in Paradise', pp. 4-5. 
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Saltau was also critical of the gender segregation which operated through the 
confinement of youth to dormitories. Evidence suggests that in the 1960s the 
Children's Services Department relied increasingly upon the dormitories as 
placement centres for Murri and Torres Strait Islander youth who were coming 
into their guardianship in growing numbers, thus keeping the pressure away 
from white welfare institutions which did not want to accept responsibility for 
them.*^ Hence, on Palm Island a new boys' dormitory was constmcted in 
1962, and another, for girls, as recently as 1966.*' Dr Saltau saw a 
breakdown of family relationships resulting from institutionalisation, and 
argued that while dormitories were supposedly designed to prevent sexual 
promiscuity, they actually had the opposite effect. One of the few places of 
contact between young men and women was the cinema: 
The end result was that the only time the teenagers could have any sort 
of social intercourse, they went immediately for sexual intercourse, 
and you couldn't blame them. And since they only had about five 
minutes during interval, there were no social niceties about it. And that 
meant rape was frequent. One night I had to sew up a young girl... and 
I just felt that this would not have happened if there had been more 
opportunity for relaxed, normal relationships between the two genders 
in their teenage years.*" 
Both Jan and Allen were shocked to find that the cinema, too, was racially 
segregated. When they accompanied the Clay family to the movies, Jan Mills 
noticed 'a large balcony at the back of the theatre' with 'comfortable, regular 
picture theatre chairs', while downstairs seating was arranged as rows of hard 
wooden 'forms, like in a playground': 
82 
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It was Iris must have said to us, 'You cannot sit with us', and 
we said, 'Why not?'. She said 'Because the white people sit 
upstairs'. Now this had been told to us before ... but I didn't 
pay much attention ... The very fact that we were told not to do 
something was enough to make us do it, besides which, when 
you go somewhere with people, you don't just leave and sit 
somewhere else. 
I'll never forget this. We were sitting right down in the middle 
of this enormous black sea, two white people, and I looked up 
the back and saw all the white people sitting up there and I just 
burst out laughing.** 
Allen Saltau has described the general attitude of white residents: 
Bar a few ... they were basically extremely patemalistic. To put 
it bluntly, the boss cockles. And they had no intention of 
changing the situation. They had a bloody good screw if you 
think about it, good jobs, high pay and guaranteed promotion** 
Jan Mills stated that the white staff generally treated Murri residents 'like dirt' 
and ostracised people like herself and Allen who mixed in the community. She 
has recalled that her Murri friends on the island treated her with great 
kindness, providing her with matemity dresses they had made themselves and 
visiting her in Townsville hospital when she gave birth to her daughter. It was 
in this context that the island's beauty, belied as it was by cmel social realities, 
had a profound effect on Jan: 
... the sea, the palms, it was just paradise. But it was a certain 
paradise for certain people ... It used to make me very sad ... 
I can remember walking home, it was my nineteenth birthday, 
and I just cried and cried and cried ... I couldn't stand it, it was 
85 
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so beautiful, but it was just such a lie, it was so unhappy ... I 
remember being horrified that people could be so mistreated,*' 
Dr Saltau completed his six week practice on the island and later published his 
observations in a joumal article, inspiring an intemal investigation within the 
ranks of the public service, in search of the author. The Director of 
Aboriginal Affairs, Pat Killoran, publicly denied the charges, his detailed 
response suggesting that the Govemment was beginning to feel some pressure 
to justify its practices on the settlement.** Predictably, on all of the issues 
raised, the Director either completely denied the allegations, or deflected 
responsibility away from the Govemment. 
Killoran blamed the inadequacies of Palm Island housing on the workmanship 
of 'Aboriginals who are trained on the job' and whose skills, he argued, 'may 
not be up to those of fully qualified tradesmen', while side-stepping the issue 
of equipment and designs. And while Palm Island's manager, Jim Clark, told 
Aboriginal Ouarteriy that the meat freezer on the island had indeed broken 
down, and that his advice to the Department 'on many occasions' over a three 
month period had produced no replacement, the Director insisted that the 
breakdown had been for one week only, and that altemative 'freezer units' had 
ensured 'no hardship resulted'. Moreover, despite evidence from eye-
witnesses on Palm, Killoran maintained that the butcher shop operated under 
'normal Primary Industries Department supervision' and that the 'meat is 
wrapped.' *' 
The Director also argued that 'full and normal education facilities' were 
provided on reserves, and that the only segregation of schools on Palm Island 
87 
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was for 'religious' purposes and 'by choice of the parents themselves.' The 
Education Department, he argued, took 'no cognizance whatsoever of the 
racial origin of the child.''" Editors of Aboriginal Ouarteriy took exception to 
this distortion of the evidence, accusing Killoran of 'double-talk' and stating 
that the 'Facts speak for themselves': 
The Queensland Department of Education released the following 
figures: At the community school there are 298 Aboriginal 
children and no whites. It has ten teachers. The white school 
has thirty children - all of them white ... At the end of the 
school term last year, the only part-Aboriginal children at the 
white school were those of the Liaison and Guidance Officer, 
who is not from Palm Island, who is exempt from the 
Queensland Act ... and who is receiving a white man's wage in 
his job. His family lives in the white man's street and his wife 
mns the guest house. They can hardly be regarded as members 
of the Palm Island community." 
While the Govemment persisted with an attitude of denial regarding the nature 
of the Palm reserve, it is clear that by the end of the decade exposure of 
realities on the island was creating pressures for explanations from official 
quarters. Disclosures of life experiences on Palm escalated following the 
introduction of a cash economy in 1968, and subsequent 'dumpings' of 
residents on the mainland.'^ It was indicative of Palm Island's status as the 
most punitive of the reserves, that it was the last community to transfer to a 
cash wage system, a move for which the people were unprepared. The late 
Iris Clay, interviewed by Bill Rosser, recalled: 'I remember going for rations 
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but there was a notice up to say that that day was the last day that rations 
would be given. Most of the people were confused.'" 
In the aftermath of the transfer, Evelyn Scott advised a conference of 
FCAATSI members in Townsville: 
[the] introduction of a so-called cash economy has meant 
enormous problems ... the result is very low wages. We can 
never find out the amount exactly, and there is a large number 
of people for whom there is no work. There are many young 
adult men who are just unloaded onto the mainland with no 
money, no job, no accommodation and no hope. These people 
were pushed off the island towards the end of 1968 and [in] the 
early weeks of 1969, after a cash economy was introduced in 
November ... They are easy marks for the police to pick up on 
any vagrancy charges or any minor breaches and they are 
inevitably given prison sentences.'" 
Several of these deportees spoke to joumalists regarding their plight. In the 
August issue of Aboriginal Ouarteriy in 1969, David Gundy advised joumalists 
that he was expelled for gambling and that police had by-passed the manager's 
office, taking him directly to the wharf. In Townsville he went to Aitkenvale 
reserve, an establishment ostensibly designed for Palm Islanders in need of 
mainland accommodation: 
The man in charge did not want to let me in but I argued with 
him ... so he let me stay, but after a few days Mr Killoran 
came ... He said I could not [stay] and told the man in charge 
he was to get the cops onto me if I was not off the reserve by 
that night. 
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Gundy reported that he was not allowed to retum to Palm to visit his mother, 
and that many Palm Islanders lived in parks on the Strand in Townsville, after 
receiving similar treatment. He stated: 
If you go down to the Strand you'll see a lot of coloured men -
ask them and they'll tell you they are from Palm. It's the same 
in the watchhouse ... They are just dumped ashore ... They 
steal for food and drink and get into trouble, they don't know 
what else to do.'* 
Another ex-resident reported: 
There is no proper justice on the island. Today I saw a man just 
off the boat. I don't know what he did but he was put ashore 
with no clothes, no money and no help to find a place to go. He 
has a wife and five children on the island ... He told me he'd 
like to talk to some responsible person to tell his story... I don't 
think he'll go to any of them [the local politicians] because he is 
not used to talking with white people. 
Despite the rhetoric of assimilation, the ex-resident noted that men like the one 
described above were made 'nervous' and 'shy' in the presence of non-
Aboriginal people because of their long-standing segregation from whites on 
the island: 'There should be no segregation there so that we could leam to 
mix with whites without being nervous ... It makes it hard for us to protect 
ourselves.''* 
Families were mthlessly tom apart by these removals. Commissioner L.F. 
Wyvill, in a recent report into the death in custody of Vincent Roy Ryan, an 
ex-resident of Palm Island, disclosed a history of dormitory confinement, 
removals to and transfers from various reserves, without his parents' 
knowledge or consent, and imprisonment over a series of charges, beginning 
'* 'Injustice on Palm Island', p. 5. 
'* ibid. 
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with petty misdemeanours and escalating in seriousness as the process of 
incarceration continued." Ryan was sent from Woorabinda to Palm, and then 
exiled from there in the 1960s and confined to the punitive Westbrook Farm 
Home for Boys. He absconded, only to be recaptured. 
Commissioner Wyvill records: 
Still anxious to leave, Ryan, as part of a strategy to be released 
from Westbrook, claimed to have deliberately told doctors that 
he was hearing voices and hallucinating. Unfortunately for him 
the scheme worked and he spent the next seven and a half years 
of his life from age 17 heavily sedated in mental institutions.'* 
Ryan was not discharged until 1970, at twenty-four years of age. He retumed 
to Palm where he was repeatedly incarcerated for various offences and in 1977 
was sentenced to twelve years in prison. He died on 30 March 1985 at age 
thirty-nine, while serving his sentence in Townsville gaol." Ryan was the 
resident of an ex-reserve community and he had spent a significant proportion 
of his life in 'welfare' institutions and in gaol. Efforts on the part of his 
parents to visit him in the various institutions had been thwarted by 
bureaucratic procedures. Dr J. Reser has commented that Vincent Ryan's life 
was 'not untypical of the experience of many middle-aged Aboriginal men in 
and out of custody in Australia today' and indicative of 'the dismal cycle of 
" Wyvill, 'Report of the Inquiry Into the Death of Vincent Roy Ryan', 
pp. 1-2, 12, 14, 3. 
'* ibid, p. 68. Ryan, like Henry Pitt, was given doses of largactil, at 
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arrest and incarceration which characterises so much of so many people's 
lives.""" 
Incarceration practices on Palm Island received sharp criticism and detailed 
exposure at the close of the 1960s, following a visit by Jim Keeffe, a Labour 
Senator from Townsville who had become prominent on issues connected with 
race relations in Queensland. Keeffe advised the press that the girls' dormitory 
entailed a detention room which 'could only be described as a dungeon', being 
poorly ventilated and fumished with 'two well wom mattresses and two 
dilapidated blankets', and with 'a plastic container for toilet purposes.''"' 
Two girls were imprisoned in the room. A twelve year old had been sentenced 
to fourteen days for swearing at her teacher, while a fifteen year old received 
the same sentence for speaking to a boy in class. Keeffe wrote: 
A few moments before the delegation visited the cell, the 
younger girl, in fmstration or anger, or perhaps hopelessness, 
had thmst her hand through the glass in the only window and 
suffered bad lacerations...On the first occasion we also 
inspected the detention cells in the boys' dormitory and, to our 
horror, a detention cell built of four-by-one palings existed 
within the expectant mothers' quarters.'"^ 
Keeffe also discovered that when sufficient prior notice of his visits was 
provided, prisoners were released from the gaol 'which was little better than a 
'"" ibid, p. 68. 
'"' Age, 31 May 1980, AIATSIS press clippings. Palm Island; Keeffe, 
'Island Without Hope', p. 6. 
'"2 ibid. 
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dungeon', so that he always found the cells empty: 'On one occasion a 
prisoner told me that they looked forward to my visits, because it meant 
several hours of freedom.''"' Moreover, if Murri residents had drawn lessons 
from the 1957 strike, so, too, had Palm Island's management, and a message 
was displayed on the settlement's noticeboard, forbidding 'unorthodox 
meetings without prior permission from the manager.''"" 
Following Keeffe's exposure of these issues in 1969, J.P.M. Long's Aboriginal 
Settlements (1970) was published, describing Palm as 'the most extraordinary 
of all the reserves', with all exchanges between Palm Islanders and non-
Aboriginal residents confined 'almost exclusively' to 'master-servant 
relationships'. While all the reserves surveyed by Long in the late 1960s 
were, he wrote, subjecting residents 'to control to a degree usually reserved 
for children, animals and insane people'. Palm Island's operations, in 
particular, were in defiance of the Department's stated objective of 
assimilation: 'Life there had been so completely unlike life in ordinary 
Queensland communities, and so few of the freedoms and responsibilities of 
life were experienced, that there had been no effective and useful preparation 
of residents for normal living.''"* 
'"' Jim Keeffe, 'Queensland Govemment Policies', Olbrei, Black 
Australians, pp. 112-13. 
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Attention was also drawn to the excessive control exercised by managers of 
Palm, by both QCAATSI and the Queensland Tribal Council. When a group 
of Palm Islanders were denied permission to attend the QCAATSI sponsored 
Inter-Racial Seminar in Townsville in 1967, the organisation publicised this 
fact.'"* Noting that League members in North Queensland had attempted, in 
1969, to alert Australians through the press to the 'repression and 
discrimination that makes up so much of Palm Island life', Evelyn Scott 
outlined her organisation's perspective in the local Murri magazine. Smoke 
Signals. The League called for abolition of the Queensland Act, freedom of 
residents from 'fear of authority', 'complete freedom of movement', and 
'training in administration' so that Palm Islanders could 'mn their own 
affairs.""' 
It was also in 1970 that the Labour Party magazine. Trend, published a report 
on Palm from the Tribal Council's Legal Aid representative. Pastor Don Brady 
(Kwanji), himself an ex-resident of the island. He stated that the 'appalling 
conditions and lack of initiative in the Palm community' were a direct outcome 
of the operations of the Act. Families were still being separated and residents 
stealthily removed for 'complaining about conditions and wages': 
In the six hour period that Pastor Brady was permitted by the 
white manager to stay on the island .,, not one Aborigine spoke 
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in favour of the present white administration. They appealed to 
Pastor Brady to ask the Australian people to support them and 
ensure they are given tme freedom of speech. If they were sure 
they would not be victimised by speaking out, they said they 
would be prepared to do so,'"* 
Yet, if fears of victimisation had silenced many residents in this period, it is 
also clear that significant numbers were prepared to seek redress, and that 
vocal allies were emerging in an expanding variety of organisations with access 
to mainstream fields of political pressure. The days of dictatorial Govemment 
control over Palm, and its maintenance of this 'certain paradise for certain 
people' were inevitably numbered. Repression and bmtality, so much a part of 
Palm Island life for more than half a century, would, in the 1970s, foster 
increasingly angry responses from the Palm community. This revival of 
militancy coincided with a similar tendency on the mainland, leading to the 
Aboriginal Tent Embassy in 1972, which drew world attention to the failures 
of Australia's administration of race relations. 
Moreover, while in the 1970s the Federal Govemment attempted to integrate 
emerging pressure groups into its stmcture, using the National Aboriginal 
Consultative Committee, it soon found that many activists simply used this 
body to further demands for more radical change.'"' Similarly, the local 
Aboriginal Council on Palm, designed by the State Govemment to function as 
little more than a 'suggestion box',"" would also become a new site for 
political stmggle, with residents using this entity to campaign for self-
determination. In Living in the Margins. Jan Pettman comments: 'The state 
acts to co-opt people in an attempt to administer them, only to find that its own 
associations or creations become the focus of mobilisation and criticism.... 
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The state nurtures political forces which it then has to contend with."" In this 
way, while the terrain of political conflict may be shifted, it is never 
completely silenced. 
I l l Pettman, Living in the Margins, p. 90. 
They come to take my island 
for tourists on the mainland. 
They come to take my island 
for tourists on the mainland. 
But they don't even know me 
Joe Geia, They 
CHAPTER 9 
'Prepare Now for the Day Big Brother Goes Away' : 
The 1970s 
In the 1970s, Palm Island, the largest Murri community in Queensland,' came 
under the spotlight of the national press following the visit of a delegation from 
the federal Labour Party's Aboriginal Affairs Committee. Their inspection of 
conditions on the island had been requested by both FCAATSI and Palm Islanders 
themselves.^ On 2 June 1971, the Australian reported that committee member, 
K.F. Enderby, had described the island's gaol as 'the worst I have ever seen', 
while the reserve as a whole was 'the ultimate in white control over Aboriginals'. 
The Federal member for Hughes, R.L. Johnson, took headline attention, with 
'MP says isle reserve is like Alcatraz'.' 
Queensland's Premier, Johannes Bjelke-Petersen, responded that the delegation's 
comments regarding the island's isolation, poverty and 'depressing conditions' 
were merely 'stock in trade pronouncements', nonchalantly adding that 'The 
committee saw nothing that I and a party of pressmen did not see when we went 
to the island in Febmary.'" Petersen's blase attitude towards conditions on Palm 
was indicative of his Govemment's stance on race relations throughout this 
period, with the interests of mining and pastoral capital protected by Queensland's 
tenacious refusal of any concessions to land rights. While federally the advent of 
the Whitlam Govemment from 1972 spelt the beginnings of an era of optimism 
' AIA News (Department of Aboriginal and Islander Advancement) Vol 7, 
No 4, 1982. 
^ Gordon Bryant, 'Palm Island seen by Labour Ms.P.', Smoke Signals. Vol 
9, No 4, June-August 1971, p. 21. 
Australian. 2 June 1971, p. 5, 
ibid. 
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for Aboriginal people, expectations of change in 'Australia's Deep South'*, were 
rapidly dashed by a State Govemment whose practices resulted in maximum 
conflict with Murri and Torres Strait Islander communities, and with the Federal 
Govemment.* 
Assimilationist rhetoric remained dominant, Lyndall Ryan noting that 'The only 
lifestyle that was acceptable to the director was one of unquestioning obedience 
and gratitude, coupled with a hard-working desire to become "just like white 
people"'.' In what the Sunday Mail described as 'the most outspoken statement 
by a Queensland Minister on the land rights issue' in this period, K. Tomkins, the 
Minister for Lands, argued in 1977 that 'aborigines were getting all the help they 
required' and stated: 
It's all very well to say aborigines own Australia because they 
were here first, but we think that if they want to get hold of certain 
lands they should do it the same was as whites - work, make 
money, buy a block of land and pay it off* 
Hence, while the emergence of a reformist Labour Govemment at a federal level 
unleashed a wave of Aboriginal activism which was more widespread, confident 
and committed than ever before, the Queensland Govemment's response was to 
attempt intimidation and suppression of this movement through police harassment 
and victimisation. Racial paranoia was fostered, the Premier equating Aboriginal 
activism with 'black terrorism' and land rights with the creation of 'an Aboriginal 
A. and R. Doobov, 'Queensland - Australia's Deep South', F.S. Stevens 
(ed). Racism - The Australian Experience. Vol 2 : Black Versus White 
(Sydney, ANZ, 1972), p. 159. 
Lyndall Ryan, 'Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders', Alan Patience 
(ed). The Bjelke-Petersen Premiership 1968-1983: Issues in Public Policy 
(Melboume, Longman Cheshire, 1985), pp. 114-15. 
ibid, p. 117. 
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State.'' Ironically, for a govemment which continued to confine 33,000 residents 
to 16 reserves and missions'", the Premier repeatedly insisted that land rights 
would not be tolerated in Queensland, since this would lead to 'apartheid and 
segregation, the same as in South Africa', and that indigenous people 'should be 
Queenslanders - not live in what would become separate territory.'" 
In 1972 Queensland passed further legislation. As had been the case throughout 
the twentieth century, the Aborigines' Act 1971 and the Torres Strait Islanders' 
Act 1971 occasioned little debate. Frank Stevens comments: 'At almost all 
stages of policy determination, both goveming and opposition parties displayed 
a degree of unparliamentary accord with decisions being made. ''^ Also consistent 
with Queensland's previous history was the absence of consultation with 
indigenous people in the drafting of the Acts. Garth Nettheim records: 
They were passed too quickly. Most parliamentarians had the Bills 
for less than a week. Non-parliamentarians had even less time to 
consider the Bills before they were passed.... The Minister, Mr 
Hewitt, said in Parliament that the Bills had been drafted after 
consultation with the chairman of reserve councils who were 
'totally representative of the people' to be affected. But there is 
considerable doubt as to whether these chairmen actually saw drafts 
of the Acts - Senator Bonner didn't." 
Like their predecessors, the 1971 Acts entailed changes which were largely 
cosmetic. The Department became the Department of Aboriginal and Islanders' 
Advancement (DAIA) and objectionable references to degrees of 'Aboriginal 
blood' were removed. However, as Garth Nettheim, Paul Richards and Lyndall 
' ibid; Courier Mail. 6 July 1974, p. 1. 
'" Courier Mail. 11 September 1974, p. 1. 
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Ryan have noted, excessive interference and control in the lives of those resident 
in Queensland's indigenous communities continued to be sanctioned by law, with 
managers still empowered to punish individuals for petty misdemeanours.'" While 
the repeal of regulation 70, (cdlowing for six months' dormitory detention for 
unspecified 'immoral acts'), was welcomed,'* the 'new' Aboriginal Act did not 
give control of access to reserves to Aboriginal Councils, nor did it give residents 
control over their property and income. Moreover, under Regulation 68 residents 
of reserves were not entitled to award wages, and many were receiving only $20 
per week in the early 1970s, while minimum wages for non-Aboriginal labourers 
in Queensland averaged $100 per week. The 'slow worker' clause of Regulation 
69 allowed for gross exploitation of reserve labourers by employers, who could 
refuse to accept them under any other conditions. '* 
Alcohol provisions were liberalised by the 1971 Acts, but residents could not 
regulate the sale of liquor themselves. Permission was required from the Director 
for the sale of beer and regulations were stringent." While lip-service was paid 
to the concept of self-management, the Aboriginal Advisory Council, consisting 
of representatives of reserve councils, met at such times and places as dictated by 
Govemment, and the agendas of these meetings was set by the Department. 
14 ibid, pp. 32-49, 275-287; Garth Nettheim, 'A Matter of Management? 
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NSW Law Joumal. Vol 2, 1978, pp. 314-331; Garth Nettheim, Victims 
of the Law (Sydney, Allen and Unwin, 1981), pp. 1-8; Ryan, 'Aborigines 
and Torres Strait Islanders', p. 120. 
Malezer et al.. Beyond the Act, p. 33. 
D. Walker et al.. Conspiracy By The State (Brisbane, Ad Hoc Committee 
for Defence, 1975), p. 12; David Trigger, Whitefella Comin' ( Hefic^ /^ <^^  
cur , 1992), p. 160. 
" James Barber et al., 'Alcohol and Power on Palm Island', Australian 
Joumal of Social Issues. Vol 23 No 2, May 1988, p. 91. 
IS 
IS 
359. 
Councils could ostensibly make by-laws, but their enactment depended upon 
approval by the Minister. '* 
The Director retained the power to revoke permits issued to residents or visitors 
and could even revoke the residence permits of Aboriginal Councillors." Dawn 
May has noted: 'If a resident left a reserve, the permit was automatically 
terminated unless the departure was for a short term. Whereas under the 1965 
Act it had been difficult for residents to leave reserves, under the new legislation 
it was difficult to retum.'^" 
The Minister retained control of mining on reserve lands, including revenue from 
such enterprises ^', and it seems likely that the growing interests of mining 
companies in North Queensland's reserve areas was behind the Govemment's 
relaxation of procedures pertaining to residents leaving the settlements. The result 
was a drift to urban and regional centres, Townsville, Mt Isa, Rockhampton and 
Brisbane in particular. Paul Memmott has noted that the dispersal of kin across 
distant centres limited the future of land-based clans as well as eroding pattems 
of reciprocal exchange.^ ^ 
Following a heightening of protests in opposition to the Acts, some concessions 
were won through amendments passed in 1974. In April new regulations were 
gazetted which required that Aboriginal Councils be fully elective, and provisions 
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allowed for residents to terminate Departmental management of personal 
property.^' Overall, however, there had been little change in the nature of 
legislation affecting reserves, with the patemalist philosophy of the nineteenth 
century still evident. Moreover, Queensland's Acts continued to contravene the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights and intemational human rights 
conventions, including the Intemational Convention on the Elimination of all 
Forms of Racial Discrimination, the Intemational Covenant on Economic. Social 
and Cultural Rights, and the Intemational Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, 
all of which had been ratified at this stage by Australia.^ 
In 1975 Whitlam's Federal Labour Govemment attempted to redress some of the 
injustices of the Queensland Acts by passing the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders' (Oueensland Discriminatory Laws) Act. While this legislation sought 
to protect rights to residency and personal property on reserves, as well as 
upgrading the status of reserve courts in order to allow appeal directly to a 
judge,^* the Queensland Govemment simply chose to ignore the federal Act. This 
meant that the exercise of criminal jurisdiction by these courts, which under 
Queensland legislation allowed appeal only to a District Officer (who was often 
simply the clerk of court), was rendered unlawful. However, while lawyers were 
able to have charges dropped through their representations on several occasions, 
the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Legal Service was unable to provide for 
the estimated 4(X) persons appearing before community courts each month.^ * 
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Opposition to the Queensland Acts was highly organised and spirited in the 1970s. 
The chief complaint of indigenous communities was the restrictions on the 
authority and powers of reserve councils which limited their roles to that of 
'window dressing' or 'mbber stamps' for decisions made by the Department.^ 
Various reserve councils were also hamstmng in specific ways, with the office of 
the Council chairperson frequently adjoining the manager's, so that people 
communicating with councillors were easily monitored. On Palm Island, for 
example, the Council telephone was mn through the DAIA switchboard.^ * 
Complaints from communities regarding the situation on reserves were 
increasingly channelled into the growing movement for political change in the 
urban centres. 
Following the emergence of organised and dedicated activists in the previous 
decade, the 1970s witnessed increasing unity and self-assertion amongst 
Aboriginal people nationally,^' with a growing emphasis upon the tactics of direct 
confrontation. Aboriginal activism flourished in the context of an escalating 
opposition to the Vietnam war and the politicisation of students across the nation, 
while inspiration was provided by the Black Power movement in America and the 
growing campaigns of the American Indian Movement, which now included 
armed occupations of reserve lands.'" At the close of the decade Loma Lippmann 
commented of the early 'seventies that 'Aboriginal opinion made itself heard as 
in no other era, before or since.'" 
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The erection of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy in Canberra on 26 January 1972 was 
an embarrassment to William McMahon's Liberal Govemment which had failed 
to acknowledge claims for land rights. The Govemment responded by pulling the 
tents down. Lilla Watson has recalled: 'So about 300 of us marched on 
Parliament House and put the tents back up. But 450 police smashed us right to 
the ground. Quite a number were hurt and many arrested. A later 
demonstration of some 3,0(X) Aborigines and many whites rallied on the 
Capital. "2 
The Embassy attracted world-wide media attention, enhanced the solidarity of 
urban and mral Aboriginal people around the claim for sovereignty and became, 
as Colin Tatz puts it, 'a piece of political genius'" which educated large numbers 
of Australians. Cough Whitlam visited the Embassy in July and pledged Labour 
Party support for land rights.'" Five months later Whitlam was swept to power, 
spelling an era of optimism for oppressed and marginalised groups in Australia, 
with the accent upon an expanded welfare system and the achievement of social 
justice. 
Whitlam's Labour Govemment upgraded the office of Aboriginal Affairs to 
ministerial level, with Departmental branches in all States, and the nation-wide 
network of health, housing, legal and educational services were provided with 
Govemment finance, although much of the funding remained within the hands of 
white bureaucracies.'* 
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While the boost to funding for the survival program was the result of years of 
consistent work on the part of Aboriginal people, there were those like Bowman 
Johnson of the Bom Free Club, Kwanji (Pastor Don Brady) of the Tribal Council, 
Denis Walker, Lionel Lacey, Evelyne Scott, Sue Chilly and many other 
Queensland activists who were conscious that the underlying causes of 
impoverishment needed to be addressed, and that a focus was required upon the 
entrenched stmctural inequalities brought about by the Queensland Acts. The 
year 1974 saw a peak in activities in Queensland involving tactics of direct 
confrontation, a trend which was indicative of the growing impatience for change. 
It was no accident that one of the key organisations in this period of Queensland 
history was called the Act Confrontation Committee. In 1974 it organised public 
demonstrations against the Act, including a street march to the offices of DAIA.'* 
The Committee used the resources available through service organisations to wage 
a campaign which would, in conjunction with the efforts of reserve residents, seek 
to end the bmtal discrimination inherent in the operations of the Acts. Palm 
Island received the focus of much of this attention, being regarded as a 'critical 
area' of the oppression of Murris in Queensland." 
In 1971, with federal Labour Party visitors to the island. Palm residents had 
surreptitiously passed notes to committee members to register complaints 
regarding conditions on the reserve.'* The delegation had included federal 
Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Gordon Bryant, who subsequently informed the 
press that 'no Aborigine on the island received the full Australian award rate of 
wages', and that much of the housing on Palm 'had been condemned'. Some 
homes had 'only a tap in the back yard', while the 'local govemment system' was 
'more apparent than real'. Two years later, Bryant again visited the island. The 
'* Courier Mail. 6 June 1974, p. 2. 
" Walker et al.. Conspiracy By The State, pp. 14-15. 
'* Australian. 2 June 1971, p. 5. 
364. 
Palm community was, he told the Canberra Times, seeking a federal takeover of 
the reserve. 39 
The Palm Island Co-operative, established in the early '70s by a committee of 
fifteen residents, sought federal support to establish oyster and vegetable farms, 
as well as other enterprises. In December 1974 the State Govemment rejected a 
federal grant of $6,000, the island manager, John Dillon, arguing that the 
Co-operative had ceased to exist."" It was also in 1974 that State opposition 
leader, Percy Tucker, claimed that a further $2.4 million of federal funding 
'earmarked for Aboriginal health' in Queensland generally, had, in the period 
1972-74, been rejected by the Bjelke-Petersen Govemment."' 
It was in this context that Palm Island residents sought the assistance needed to 
establish their own facilities through extra-parliamentary channels on the 
mainland. In 1972 the island's Council Chairman, Tom Geia, addressed the 
Conference on Racism and Education at Queensland University, to appeal for aid 
in this direction."^ While the separate white school on Palm had closed in 1971, 
and a new building for Palm Island students was provided the following year, 
classes were only available to Grade eight level."' An adult education centre, 
child care centre and school kindergarten were established in this period as the 
result of federal assistance."" 
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Palm Island Councillors contested the continuing control of Murri and Torres 
Strait Islander children by the State Govemment in the early '70s, particularly the 
increasing use of Palm dormitories as reception centres for youth from the 
mainland and the placement of Palm Island children in white foster care."* The 
decade had opened with reports of child malnutrition on reserves, the Institute of 
Medical Research advising State Parliament that surveys of six reserves revealed 
that 'Retarded growth affected 50 percent of Aboriginal children from six months 
to three years.'"* Widespread poverty was a major factor in ill-health and a 
product of the absence of award wages and high levels of unemployment. 
R.L. Johnson advised the Australian in 1971 that on Palm Island: 
The level of wages was about one third of that of white Australians 
and they [Palm labourers] were employed mainly in maintenance 
work.... Family income averaged about $18 a week, from which 
$3 was taken for rent. City prices were paid for food at the local 
store."' 
Throughout the '70s the Queensland Govemment persistently refused to 
acknowledge Murri labourers as deserving of wage parity with white Australians. 
In 1974 the Courier Mail reported on a campaign by the Federated Engine 
Drivers and Firemen's Association to achieve award wages on Palm. The 
Association's Secretary, W. Stone, stated that wage rates on the reserve were 
'nothing short of scandalous': 'a senior operator at the powerhouse received a 
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gross weekly income of $45 - $81 under the award rate. A backhoe operator 
was receiving $43.22 - $75.89 under the award.'"* 
Despite pressure from trade unionists, Murri and Torres Strait Islander 
organisations, academics and other supporters, and despite the inclusion of award 
payments in Commonwealth grant allocations for Palm Island projects. Palm 
workers continued to receive under-award wages up into the late 1970s."' Loma 
Lippmann has recorded that an application by medical practitioners on Palm in 
this period, aimed at a wage increase for Murri nursing aides, was rejected by the 
Director of DAIA on the basis that this would place the aides 'out of parity with 
other Aboriginal workers on the island.' At the time a great disparity existed 
between eamings for Murri nursing aides, then between $40 and $60 per week, 
and their non-Aboriginal counterparts who received $90 to $100 in weekly 
wages.*" 
Conditions of inadequate income and nutrition combined with overcrowded 
housing and inadequate sanitation facilities meant that Palm Island continued to 
be plagued by ill-health, as it had been in the past. A punitive mentality on the 
part of some medical staff further exacerbated problems. Describing the 
hospital's operations in 1972, Bobbi Sykes has written: 
The epitome of white ignorance of basic human rights is contained 
in this sign which was placed on the front door of white-mn Palm 
Island hospital 
NO FURTHER TREATMENT AT THE HOSPITAL UNTIL ALL 
PROPERTY IS RETURNED. Knives, spoons, teaspoons, plastic 
soup plates, plastic cups, nappies. Where are they?*' 
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In 1973 the Australian reported that 'An Aboriginal nurse sent to Palm Island 
aboriginal settlement by the Federal Govemment was not allowed in the island's 
hospital.' While the State Govemment advised the Federal Minister, James 
Cavanagh, that the nurse concemed 'was not accepted' by the Palm community, 
Cavanagh argued that the issue was one of Queensland's refusal to allow federal 
participation in the State's management of reserves. The nurse had been sent to 
assist in treatments for an outbreak of gastro-enteritis in this year.*^ In 
September 1973, 72 children were hospitalised with the disease, the Courier Mail 
reporting that 'most of them' were suffering malnutrition as well.*' 
The following year a Palm Island baby died as a result of medical neglect, the 
Courier Mail reporting that after three visits to the hospital within the space of 24 
hours, the parents still failed to receive medical attention to their child.*" Having 
been told on the third occasion that there was 'nothing wrong' with the baby, the 
parents took her home where she died of pneumonia at eight months of age.** 
Following this incident, nineteen resident medical officers at Townsville General 
Hospital advised the Australian that they were 'no longer prepared to work on 
Palm' because of 'the apparent dissatisfaction of the local community with the 
service being provided.' The doctors stated that the six week rotation of medical 
officers sent to Palm denied the community the 'continuity of care' it required, 
and many who were stationed there lacked the experience required 'to mn such 
a practice single-handed.'** While their letter demanded the placement of a 
permanent doctor on the island, the rotation system was maintained, and it was 
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not until the 1990s that the Queensland Govemment offered a permanent post for 
a medical officer on Palm.*' 
The continuation of long-term grievances on the island regarding health care, 
housing, education, employment and wages, and the consistently MHinterested 
attitude of the State Govemment towards the needs of the community, aroused 
considerable impatience amongst Palm Islanders in the early 1970s. When Albert 
Geia wrote to the Courier Mail in 1973, he expressed the experience of many 
others. 'For years we have been complaining', he wrote, 'and white people have 
been deaf to our complaints.'** In this context, and with a national setting 
providing expectations of change, many on Palm Island began to see direct action 
as one of the most effective channels of stmggle, as had large numbers of 
indigenous people on the mainland. 
Following the sudden death of Council Chairman, Tom Geia, in 1973, Fred Clay, 
a Kalkadoon with a longstanding history of activism and outspokenness, was 
elected Chair of the Palm Island Council. Edith Lenoy, Mary Twaddle and Bill 
Congoo became Councillors*', and with the election of this team came a new 
drive to expose conditions on the island, with support engaged from members of 
the Act Confrontation Committee. While the Queensland Act still maintained the 
authority of the manager over Councils in determining who could visit Palm 
Island, Clay's Council made its own decisions and involved Murris from outside 
the reserve to provide assistance through the resources available in urban centres. 
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Kwanji, Bobbi Sykes, Denis Walker and Bill Rosser visited Palm Island in this 
period.*" 
Fred Clay, in particular, suffered a good deal of harassment in response to the 
growing independence of the Palm Council. Clay became saddled with the vexed 
issue of administering the introduction of alcohol on Palm Island. Throughout 
this period alcohol could only be consumed by Murris within the premises of the 
beer canteen. Palm Islanders were not allowed to take alcohol home until 1981.*' 
While manager of the canteen, Clay had stopped drinking alcohol, and he was 
therefore bemused when, in November 1973, he was advised that a petition was 
circulating on Palm, signed by white staff, alleging that the Clays were having 
'dmnken parties' at his home.*^ 
Clay was at this stage housed within the white residential area of the island, and 
the petition had been initiated by his neighbour, a Dutchman and a mechanic, who 
objected to living alongside Murris. Interviewed by Bill Rosser, Fred Clay has 
recalled: 'That night I went home and sat in the car with my hand on the hom 
and drove around the white area. Then we sat at home and sang, "We shall not 
be moved".' Some of the young Murris with the Clays at the time, threw stones 
at the homes of white residents. 'This was the only way black residents on Palm 
could show their feelings'. Clay recalled, 'They can't talk to anyone because 
they've got no rights.'*' 
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White residents soon panicked and barricaded themselves into the hospital. Clay 
notes that 'they needn't have bothered', since 'we only sat on our verandah 
singing "We shall not be moved."' Yet, at close to midnight that evening, a team 
of armed police, some seven to ten of them from Townsville, marched up the 
street to interview Fred Clay, and advised him to meet with the Regional 
Inspector the following day. Next moming Clay hoisted the Aboriginal flag 
above his house, before attending the meeting where he refused to speak with the 
Inspector since he was armed.*" 
In the aftermath of this dispute, Bobbi Sykes was accused of having 'raided' the 
island to spread Black Power philosophy and to cause discontent, while Tom 
Aitken, thcla<^e/x^,Ae>rJ'membeT for Townsville ScLtth, conducted a 'vicious attack' 
upon her character under privilege of Parliament.** Meanwhile, the Federal 
Govemment called upon the Queensland Govemment to ensure armed police 
removed their guns when interviewing residents, to which they received no 
response.** On Palm Island, Fred Clay's home and the houses of two other Murri 
families were regazetted, so that they became reserve area within the white 
residential zone - 'Little black patches'. Clay told Rosser, 'in the middle of the 
white area. '*' Aba Johnson, the nephew of Fred and Iris Clay, had been involved 
in this dispute, and he reccdls that white residents on Palm frequently walked 
through the Murri housing area of the reserve, carrying supplies of alcohol, yet 
their actions drew none of the repercussions that accompanied the Clay's presence 
in the white area.** 
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The alcohol issue became a matter of great concem for the Palm community in 
this period. As early as 1965 the Queensland Govemment had considered Palm 
Island as the possible site for the first introduction of a beer canteen to a reserve 
area.*' The island's isolation was probably a factor here, since any negative 
social consequences would not immediately impact upon white society. 
Significantly, the Govemment failed to examine the possible repercussions for the 
Palm community itself, and this, combined with the autocratic manner in which 
alcohol was eventually introduced, was in keeping with Palm Island's history as 
the most punitive and neglected reserve area in Queensland. Following the 
legislation of 1971, the establishment of such a venture was imposed upon the 
community without consent. 
While a meeting was held in 1972, with State Govemment intervention, no vote 
was ever taken. I have encountered a good deal of anger over this issue from 
women elders on Palm, who state that they foresaw poverty and violence as the 
likely consequences, for which they and their children would pay a hefty price. 
James G. Barber, Jeanine Punt and Jules Albers report similar findings: 
... a public meeting of Palm Island residents was called in 1972 to 
discuss the introduction of alcohol on the island. While on Palm 
Island we spoke with a number of the participants at this meeting 
and all agree that it was a lively meeting with much opposition 
coming from women residents. Indeed, although a formal vote 
was never taken, a number of those present claimed that a motion 
to introduce alcohol would have been defeated; but the motion was 
never put and it was simply announced to the assembly that the 
govemment had decided to open a beer canteen on the island in the 
near future.'" 
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The first canteen was established in the town hall, with rations of two cans of 
beer per person, which had to be served open and consumed on the premises. 
Fred Clay's Council soon increased rations to six cans per person and hours of 
sale from two to four, and to prevent the sale of flat, hot beer, sold the cans 
sealed, in defiance of the stipulations of the Director, whose approval Clay soon 
won." 
It was in the context of an extensive history of sly grog trading and other 
damaging consequences of prohibition, that the Council Chairman and others on 
Palm had supported the introduction of a canteen and the expansion of its 
facilities. In March 1970, Senator Keeffe advised Federal Parliament that cheap 
bottles of 'plonk' were being sold for $10 each, methylated spirits for $5 a bottle, 
and beer for a minimum of $2. 'Alcohol is not allowed on the island', said 
Keeffe, 'except for white residents for medicinal purposes; I think that is how it 
is described ... Significantly the mm mnning ... was done by white people 
mnning boats to the island and making exorbitant profits. ''^ 
Moreover, 'home brews' were manufactured in the pre-canteen era, often with 
lethal results." In 1973, three residents died as a result of methanol poisoning, 
the liquid having been consumed in the belief that it was mm. The sale of 
fortified wines and spirits remained illegal on Palm Island up until the 1980s.'" 
Under the 1971 Act, profits from sales of beer became the property of Councils 
to spend for the benefit of residents.'* Hence, knowledge of the consequences of 
prohibition, combined with the prospects of a degree of economic independence. 
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made the option of operating a canteen attractive to the Palm Island Council. The 
devastating and ultimately disempowering influence of alcohol sales on the lives 
of many hundreds of residents was not foreseen by all, though it would only be 
a few years before widespread damage was obvious. Within the context of 
reserve life, drinking and violence would become the most obvious symptoms of 
the social dysfunction resulting from govemment policies of dispossession, 
segregation, cultural assault and patemalistic control. 
In 1977 a federal Govemment inquiry into Aboriginal drinking pattems reported 
that 'over 90% of men and 80% of women' on Palm Island drank 'heavily'.'* 
While a great many Murris in non-reserve areas also experienced negative 
consequences from the impact of alcohol consumption, including the hostile 
stereotyping of white society, it was no accident that the effects were most 
detrimental where people had the least chance of escape from conditions of 
chronic stress and poverty. The Palm Island community experienced between 70 
and 80 percent unemployment in the late 1970s,'' and as Canadian sociologist and 
community worker, Anastasia M. Shkilanyk comments, there is a 'not 
coincidental' connection 'between being on welfare, at the bottom of the social 
order, and being dmnk most of the time' .'* 
Moreover, Palm Islanders had to cope with the stress of imposed, bureaucratic 
modes of social organisation and, from the time of Bartlam, a 'bunching up'" of 
residents into European style housing, which violated the sense of personal space 
that was intrinsic to traditional lifestyles, and that had been at least partially 
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maintained when people had lived in their own clan-based camps,*" By the late 
1970s the average household on Palm consisted of twelve people, and many 
homes fell into a state of long-term disrepair, since DAIA policy prohibited 
residents from mending even broken doors or windows,*' In this sense, indeed, 
in most areas of daily life. Palm Islanders experienced an extreme sense of 
powerlessness, and there is evidence to suggest that alcohol consumption provided 
compensatory feelings of personal empowerment* i^n this context. Sadly, as 
excessive consumption became widespread, the longstanding history of abuse by 
white authorities was reflected in the low self-esteem and consequent self-abuse 
of residents, and conditions of poverty, neglect and marginalisation were further 
perpetuated. 
By the late 1970s a rise in violence, chronic ill-health and the need for alcohol 
rehabilitation facilities were major concems of the Palm community,*' The 
canteen had become the centre of social life and by the 1980s, 650 kegs of beer 
were being sold each week on the island,*" At the same time, after only two and 
a half years of operation, profits from the canteen were enough to allow the 
opening of a $160,000 hotel, to restore old buildings and to provide new shops,** 
Sales of alcohol have since been used to fund roads, parks and gardens, wages for 
staff, fmit supplies to schools and freight, as well as supplementing wages of 
80 
81 
82 
83 
84 
85 
Silas Pryor, Interview with author. Palm Island, 13 July 1990, 
Palm Islander. Vol 2, No 6, 1978, p. 1; Vol 3, No 10, 1979, p, 3. 
Barber et al., 'Alcohol and Power on Palm Island', p. 99. 
David S. Trigger et al., 'Mortality Rates in 14 Queensland Aboriginal 
reserve communities'. Medical Joumal of Australia. Vol 1, No 8, April 
16, 1983, pp. 363-364; Valerie Clumpoint, 'Valentine's Story', Aboriginal 
Health. Vol 9, No 2, June 1985, pp. 43-45. 
Barber et al., 'Alcohol and Power on Palm Island', p. 92; Paul R. Wilson, 
'Black Death White Hands Revisited: The Case of Palm Island', 
Australian and New Zealand Joumal of Criminology. No 18, March 1985, 
p. 53. 
Nettheim, 'A Matter of Management?', p. 330. 
375. 
DAIA staff** In this way, the Govemment's liberalisation of alcohol laws, in the 
context of an absence of altemative forms of economy, led to the entrapment of 
the community in the process of the destmction of Murri culture and lifestyles. 
Former Councillor, Rachel Cummins, has commented: 'We are the only local 
authority in the world which has got to keep our constituents dmnk to operate. '*' 
Erica Kyle notes: 
It is a sad fact of life that the canteen is the main source of 
income for the Community Council, but it is also the main source 
of problems - crime, bashings, family break-ups, imprisonments, 
injuries and death. It is nothing unusual in our community to see 
emergency flights at all hours.** 
While the conclusion of this thesis addresses the costs to the community of this 
bind with the alcohol industry, it is significant that this area of concem evolved 
within the context of increasing Govemment intervention in the infrastmcture of 
reserves during the Bjelke-Petersen era, and a concomitant rise in social problems 
such as alcoholism and domestic and inter-group violence. David Martin has 
argued that the failure of govemments to attempt to understand the complex social 
relations of remote communities, and official operations from the belief that the 
imposition of white stmctures, money, buildings and staff provide the solution to 
'advancement' has, since the 1970s, left people on the fringes of society to battle 
out the dilemmas created by the domination of foreign designs. Martin's 
comments on Aumkun are equally applicable to other Govemment reserves: 
While self-determination carried the notion of sovereignty and 
independence, it has been superseded by the more limited and 
pragmatic concept of 'self-management', which by-passes the 
whole issue of Aboriginal sovereignty and cultural independence 
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and relates rather to the technical management and control of 
administrative stmctures by Aboriginal people.... Under the guise 
of giving local communities a greater say in their lives, 'self-
management' .,, has arguably reduced the ability of Aboriginal 
people to have meaningful control over their affairs,*' 
The most controversial aspect of Govemment impositions on the Palm community 
in this period was the attempt to force a tourist industry upon the island. The 
view that Palm Island offered prospects for tourism had been floated within State 
Govemment circles as early as October 1968, while in 1971 the Australian 
publicised Cabinet approval for the calling of tenders for the whole Palm Island 
group.'" Bjelke-Petersen later acknowledged that Palm's tourist potential had been 
'advertised on a world-wide basis.'" 
Govemment moves to force the issue came amidst the concerted protests against 
the Acts in 1974. In January Denis Walker and members of the Brisbane Legal 
Service visited Palm at the request of Clay's Council, and prepared a 
comprehensive report on the island's conditions which was submitted to the 
Federal Govemment. The document argued that the Palm community was 
capable of mnning the reserve without interference.'^ It was also in January that 
accusations of 'black terrorism' unfolded, the Australian reporting of police 
allegations that 'Aboriginal militants' were training 'with machine guns and shot 
guns in the Brisbane River valley', while in March the Premier attacked what he 
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called 'radicals who were trying to mn the Aboriginal Affairs Department.'" 
While at this stage the denunciations remained generalised, as the Act 
Confrontation Committee protests grew more concerted and members became 
involved with the Palm Island dispute, specific individuals were targeted for 
harassment and intimidation. 
A demonstration against the Act attracted more than 2(X) Murris, some 
participants, despite official threats, coming from reserves and country centres, 
to Brisbane on 5 June. Plans were made at this event for more extensive protests 
on National Aborigines' Day, 13 July.'" In the week leading up to this event, 
the Courier Mail announced a '24 Hour Guard On [the] Premier' had taken effect 
from July 4, and alleged that Petersen's life had been threatened by 'a radical 
aboriginal element' seeking a federal takeover of Aboriginal affairs in 
Queensland.'* On 6 July the Courier Mail reported a 'Police Clamp On Radical 
Blacks' and raids on the homes of Act Confrontation Committee members by a 
'special squad' under Superintendent Buchanan.''* These events coincided with 
mounting political pressure on the Palm Island Council, following an 
announcement in June that the Queensland Govemment intended to include the 
island within the boundary of the Townsville Shire Council. It later became 
evident that DAIA had set aside blocks of land in Townsville on which it planned 
to relocate Palm Island residents." 
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On 21 June at a meeting between the Townsville Shire Council and Palm Island's 
Aboriginal Council, Palm Islanders made it clear that they were opposed to the 
move. The Council mobilised its supporters throughout July, calling meetings and 
seminars which were attended by Brisbane representatives of the Act 
Confrontation Committee.'* On 3 August, Denis Walker retumed to Brisbane to 
release press statements regarding the Palm Island conflict, when he was informed 
that funds to the Black Community Centre had been cut and that he was dismissed 
from his position as general Field Officer. Walker subsequently organised a 
meeting with the President of the Queensland University's Students' Union to seek 
funds for a Black community school on Palm." 
On Tuesday, 7 August, Walker flew to Sydney for a television interview. The 
following moming at 4 a.m., police raided the homes of Lionel Lacey and John 
Garcia of the Act Confrontation Committee, and charged them with 'conspiracy' 
in criminal behaviour by Walker. Walker was arrested in Sydney several days 
later and charged with demanding money from the Students' Union 'by threat and 
menace,''"" The National Students' Union newspaper subsequently reported: 'If 
the Bjelke-Petersen Govemment decided "to teach these blacks a lesson", Walker 
and Garcia were the obvious targets of any crackdown, not only because of their 
prominence within the black movement in Queensland, but also because of their 
moves to organise the Palm Island people,''"' 
While the charges were eventually dismissed in the Brisbane District Court for 
want of evidence,'"^ much energy was diverted into the campaign to defend these 
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men against lengthy prison sentences. Two weeks after the arrests of Walker, 
Garcia and Lacey, the State Govemment dissolved the Palm Island Aboriginal 
Council.'"' State Aboriginal Affairs Minister, Neville Hewitt, claimed that the 
sacking of Clay's Council on 28 August was in response to a petition from a 'two-
thirds' majority' of Palm residents. The authenticity of these signatures was later 
questioned by Federal Senators, Jim Keefe and Neville Bonner.'"" Labour Party 
member for Bulimba, John Houston, subsequently advised Queensland Parliament 
that Senator Bonner had claimed that 'at least 100 names out of 300 names on the 
petition had not been personally signed.' He then requested that the Minister 
table the petition, to which Hewitt replied, 'A firm "No"'.'"* 
Councillors Fred Clay, Edith Lenoy, Mary Twaddle and Bill Congoo sought an 
injunction in the Caims Supreme Court against a new election, but the move was 
defeated.'"* State Minister Hewitt refused to discuss the issue with Federal 
Minister, James Cavanagh.'"' With characteristic 'double-speak'. Premier Bjelke-
Petersen argued that he wanted 'all outsiders to leave the aboriginal people of 
Palm Island alone.''"* Senator Cavanagh told the Courier Mail that the Bjelke-
Petersen regime had proved itself 'an unco-operative and tyrannical Govemment, 
which seems to have little interest in the human rights, dignity or welfare of their 
aboriginal population''"', while Senator Keefe stated that the dismissal of Clay's 
Council had 'led to a breakdown in community relations' and the imprisonment 
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of Palm Islanders 'for the first time in months' in the island gaol."" Bill Rosser 
has recorded that fifteen arrests were made over the weekend following the 
Council's dismissal.'" 
On 10 September 1974, Tribune reported: 
Police intimidation on the island has been stepped up since the 
dismissal of the council and appointment of Les Stewart, chairman 
of the Queensland Aboriginal Advisory Council, as administrator. 
Between August 28 and 30, one person was arrested and assaulted 
by four police, while another was abused by police when they 
invaded her home. 
The article interviewed Evelyne Scott of FCAATSI, following her visit to Palm 
on 23 August and again on 30 August. 'My observation', she stated, 'was that 
the people were all confused and tense about the situation. There was a marked 
difference in the whole atmosphere between my two visits.'"^ Bill Rosser's This 
Is Palm Island records a good deal of anger, as well as confusion, on the island 
at this time; and that following a meeting with the Townsville Shire Council, 
some Palm Islanders had resolved that if required they would defend their land 
by force: 
At a meeting it was suggested that hundreds of semi automatic 
rifles and an array of various other weapons together with huge 
supplies of ammunition be organised. Several small aircraft and 
pilots were available the instant we called for them.... Strategic 
positions were teed-up in and around the hills overlooking the 
village. Dropping areas for supplies were arranged. A system of 
flare signals for communications was worked out and plans were 
in readiness to render the airstrip inoperable. 
no 
111 
112 
Tribune. 10 September 1974, p. 7. 
Rosser, This Is Palm Island, p. 78. 
Tribune. 10 September 1974, p. 7. 
381. 
Rosser notes that while the scenario 'appears very melodramatic', the threat of a 
tourist takeover had placed 'countless Palm Islanders, both men and women' in 
'a very aggressive mood'.'" While Rosser's work does display a general 
tendency towards sensationalism, further evidence endorses the claim that there 
were those on Palm who were prepared to defend their island by force. Peter 
Sutton's account of the life of Johnny Flinders includes his transcription of a 
statement from the elder on land rights, which was inspired by events on Palm 
Island in 1974. Flinders stated that 'the Aboriginals' land' would not be given 
away and that the people would 'get violent' if necessary in order to 'hunt out' 
unwelcome white intmders."" 
A new election of the Palm Council was held amidst mmours that 'extremists' 
were attempting to mn firearms to the island."* On 14 September a new Council 
took office, with John Watson, forgrw!/; of the powerhouse, as Chairman. Palm's 
manager, John Dillon, described the outcome as 'a victory for non-radical 
elements on the island.'"* The transfer of Palm Island into the authority of the 
Townsville Shire Council took place 'in embcurassingly quick time' three days 
later."' While the State Govemment had consistently denied any links between 
moves to bring Palm Island under the local Shire and plans for a tourist industry 
in the Palm Island group, a portion of Orpheus Island was subsequently offered 
for auction as perpetual leasehold for tourist development."* 
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D. Walker, J. Garcia and L. Lacey have recorded that during the next few weeks 
Brisbane Black activists were repeatedly harassed by police 'who impressed upon 
them the dangers of any further militancy.'"' A subsequent claim for full wages 
on Palm Island was rejected by the State Govemment which continued to invoke 
the Act to pay what it deemed a 'training wage' to workers on the reserve.'^" 
Moreover, the Clay family were bmtally victimised in the wake of the new 
Council election. 
The advice of Fred and Iris Clay continued to be sought by the new Council 
regarding affairs on the island, and their son Ricky became active in speaking to 
young men on Palm about the need to resist the Act.'^' Ricky Clay had recently 
retumed from a trip to America with Lilla Watson and John Bayles of Brisbane, 
where they held meetings with representatives of the American Indian Movement, 
Afro- Americans and Chicanos. Lilla Watson has recorded that 'The greatest and 
most rewarding experience of the whole trip' was witnessing the 'growth of 
awareness' in the two young men who accompanied her: 
Quite often people who are oppressed do not always realise to what 
extent they are oppressed until they have the opportunity to be 
removed from the state of oppression under which they grew up. 
This is what I feel happened to Ricky and John ... [it] made them 
realise their creative abilities and just what they had to offer the 
Aboriginal movement at home. As they gained more and more 
confidence throughout the trip, they became most eloquent speakers 
for the Aboriginal stmggle.'^ ^ 
While in September 1974, Bjelke-Petersen had told Parliament that accusations 
that Palm Islanders were being forcibly removed from the reserve were 'deliberate 
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lies', and assured the House that this 'will not happen by any direction from my 
Govemment','^ several months later Ricky Clay, Iris Clay's nephew Aba 
Johnson, Fred Clay's nephew Zacky Sam, Paddy Lightning, a boarder with the 
Clay family, and Patrick Bonner were deported from the island by State police.'^ 
Iris Clay and Aba Johnson have recalled the events in which more than forty 
armed police - two plane loads of them arriving from Townsville - had 
surrounded the Clay residence. Indicative of official paranoia conceming 
dissidents on Palm Island, some of the police had hidden in the mango trees 
nearby. The men were handcuffed at the airport and flown to Townsville where 
police 'just told them to go.' No charges were ever officially laid.'^ 
Like the '57 strikers before them, Ricky Clay, Aba Johnson, Zacky Sam, Patrick 
Bonner and Paddy Lightning were made to bear the bmnt of the State's repression 
as a waming to all others who may have entertained ideas of resisting the Act. 
Moreover, while in August Bjelke-Petersen had argued that Murris had 
'reasonable participation ... in the conduct of their own affairs','^* these events 
made a mockery of such rhetoric and provide evidence that the history of intense 
and bmtal State control on Queensland's reserves was, in 1974, far from over. 
Indeed, the pattem of dismissing reserve Councils and using police intimidation 
to enforce subservience to Govemment plans, as illustrated on Palm Island in 
1974, was repeated in events at Aumkun and Momington Island as recently as 
1978. 
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At the federal level Justice Woodward had submitted his report, providing 
guidelines for the introduction of land rights.'^ In August 1975 the Whitlam 
Govemment presented Vincent Linguari of the Gurindji with a lease of 1250 
square miles of land which had been part of Vestey's lease at Wattie Creek. The 
Gurindji's hard-won success was the result of the outstation movement, wherein 
Murris squatted on their traditional lands in a direct confrontational tactic, to win 
the retum of some lands to their traditional owners.'^ * By the early 1970s the 
outstation movement had spread to other States, and it developed at Aumkun in 
North Queensland with the support of the Presbyterian Church management.'^' 
In the 1970s people moved out to Cape Keerweer, Ayka, Knox River, Love 
River, North and South Kendall and Kencherang. DAIA Director, Pat Killoran, 
saw these moves as an affront to the Department's assimilationist policies"", and 
wrote to church representatives in July 1976, of the 'disquieting information' he 
had received regarding an Aumkun 'decentralisation programme.' The 'strategy' 
was, he wrote, 'similar to the "Land Rights" philosophies' of the Woodward 
Commission, and would not be tolerated in Queensland.'" It was in this context, 
and having mshed through Parliament the Aumkun Agreement Act, to allow 
further bauxite mining on Cape York Peninsula , contrary to the wishes of the 
Aumkun community, that in March 197S the Queensland Govemment announced 
that it would take over control of Aumkun and Momington Island from the 
Presbyterian Church."^ 
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Federal Govemment legislation, hastily constmcted in 1978 to prevent the 
Petersen Govemment's take-over, was rendered ineffectual when the Queensland 
Parliament rescinded the reserve status of Aumkun and Momington, and declared 
these areas local council shires."' In August the Queensland Govemment sacked 
the Councils at both Aumkun and Momington and appointed an administrator to 
manage their affairs. As was the case on Palm Island a few years earlier, an 
additional police presence on the reserve accompanied these moves."" The 
following month, Hinze vowed that he would 'mop up' land rights campaigners 
in the two communities."* 
This pledge seemingly extended to all reserves, with Steve (Stumbo) Walsh, then 
Palm Island's Welfare Officer, deported from the island in 1979 after he had 
demonstrated his support for the people at Aumkun and Momington. When 
Walsh raised the Aboriginal flag at an official opening of the dam on Palm, Ted 
Row, National Party member for Hinchinbrook responded by labelling Walsh a 
'radical' and an 'extremist'. The Walsh family, including eight children, found 
themselves deported to Townsville and forced to share accommodation on the 
mainland with another large family, 'packed together like sardines in one small 
room.'"* Indeed, throughout the late 1970s, Murris and Torres Strait Islanders 
on all reserves in Queensland continued to suffer blatant injustices under the 
Bjelke-Petersen regime which, according to the federal Community Relations 
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Commission, had 'a veritable touch of 1984' in its treatment of reserve 
residents,"' 
John Pilger has drawn parallels between the impact of 'Sir Johannes' on Murris 
and Torres Strait Islanders in Queensland and that of George Wallace upon Afro-
Americans in Alabama, 'He offered them', he writes, 'the destmction of their 
lands by mining companies, and unemployment, child poverty and disease.' In 
1977, Pilger continues, 'he personally stopped an anti-trachoma programme in 
Queensland when he leamed that the medical teams were explaining to Aborigines 
their political rights.'"* Extreme neglect of Murri health was also evidenced by 
the State Govemment when, in November 1979, the Palm community suffered an 
outbreak of gastro-enteritis, with more than 130 people eventually affected."' 
Throughout November and December, Health Minister William Knox maintained 
that 'no reliable information was available' conceming the cause of the epidemic, 
while Charles Porter, then Minister of Aboriginal Affairs, insisted that the disease 
was the result of residents having consumed green mangoes.'"" By contrast, the 
resident Medical Officer on Palm in this period, Dr Susan Byth, stated that low 
rainfall had seen a drop in the water supply of Solomon Dam in the second half 
of 1979, and that for two months prior to the outbreak of illness the water 'had 
a particularly unpleasant taste.''"' 
137 
138 
139 
140 
141 
Untitled press reports, 7 January 1978, Injustice Australian Style. 
Pilger, A Secret Country, p. 37. 
Susan Byth, 'Palm Island Mystery Disease', Medical Joumal of Australia, 
Vol 2, 1980, p. 40. 
OPD. Vol 280 (1979-80), pp. 2324-25; Shorty O'Neill, 'Green 
Mangoes?', Care Newsletter. No 18, 1980, pp. 8-9; Paul Wilson, Black 
Death White Hands (Sydney, Allen and Unwin, 1981), pp. 73-74. 
Byth, 'Palm Island Mystery Disease', p. 42. 
387. 
Moreover, A.T.C Bourke, R.B. Hawes, A. Neilson and N.D. Stallman of the 
Queensland Department of Health, reported that a 'blue green algal intoxication' 
had developed in the dam in October. None of the 50 people resident near the 
aerodrome, who were not connected to piped water supplies, had been affected.'"^ 
While the State Govemment's attitude remained extremely casual throughout this 
period and no deaths from the disease were officially reported, 97 people were 
transferred to Townsville Hospital, some were placed in intensive care and the 
community recorded the deaths of five people who were afflicted with the 
disease.'"' 
Surveys by Robyn A. Lincoln, J.M. Najman, P. Wilson and CE. Matis, detailing 
mortality rates on Queensland reserves in general in the late '70s, revealed figures 
which outstripped the State's general death rate more than three times and were 
so high as to 'raise serious doubts about the benefits derived from the reserve 
system by Queensland Aborigines.''"" Paul Wilson records that Palm Island had 
the highest mortality rate of all Queensland Govemment reserves in this period. 
A tragic feature of this situation was the rising number of suicides. While figures 
are far from comprehensive, by the end of the decade five Palm Island women 
had died by setting fire to themselves and many of the thirty-two deaths through 
motor vehicle accidents had reportedly been intentional on the part of the 
drivers.'"* Commenting on Queensland reserves generally in this period. 
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anthropologist John Taylor reported to the Public Defender's office on what he 
described as 'a veritable epidemic of suicide and self-mutilation in Aboriginal 
communities in North Queensland.' Taylor argued that much anger had been 
tumed inward, since residents were aware that if they targeted the 'real objects 
of their anger' they would 'incur retribution from the Australian legal system'.'"* 
Self-destmction was also a response to intolerable conditions, a reflection of 
feelings of hopelessness and depression, 'a loss of moorings' and 'an 
unambiguous signal' that community morale was very low.'"' 
Wilson further records that Palm's annual death rate from accidents and violence 
in the years 1976-78 figured at 37.8 per 10,000, while the general Queensland 
rate was, by comparison, a mere 6.9.'"* Moreover, while in Queensland 
generally there was a homicide rate of between 3.3 and 6.15 per 100,(XX) people 
in the late '70s and early '80s, the Palm Island community experienced an 
'enormous and staggering' rate of 94.3 per 1(X),(XX) in the period 1976 to 1984.'"' 
While colonisation had resulted in substantial social disintegration for many 
decades, particularly on receiver reserves like Palm Island, the introduction of 
alcohol sales in the late twentieth century seriously aggravated the problem. 
Surveys by David S. Trigger, C Anderson, R.A. Lincoln and CE. Matis in the 
late 1970s revealed that of fourteen reserves studied, those with the highest rates 
of death from accidents and violence were receiver reserves which operated beer 
canteens.'*" 
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Drinking took place on these reserves in a context in which altemative forms of 
ritual and ceremony were largely absent, and where traditional forms of conflict 
resolution and the 'restraint of protagonists by kinsmen''*' had been severely 
eroded. In addition, rather than the daily 'obsessed and driven alcoholic of the 
Westem world', alcohol consumption in indigenous communities has tended to 
follow the spree pattem, or periods of social binge - short lived but enormously 
chaotic and often with fatal consequences.'*^ For people whose lives had been 
subjected to claustrophobic levels of extemal control, becoming dmnk provided 
the rare experience of being quite literally, out of control. Unfortunately such 
episodes have frequently been followed by a 'blackout' period, in which latent 
aggression and anger is expressed towards whomever is most accessible - often 
partners and family members. 
In 'Alcohol and Power on Palm Island', Barber, Punt and Albers have noted that 
'with the possible exception of break and enter', alcohol was involved in almost 
all forms of crime on Palm in the late 1970s, and over 70 percent of assaults were 
'committed on females and most of those involved boyfriends and husbands who 
were said to be dmnk at the time'.'*' While five rapes were reported in the three 
and a half year period from January 1978 to August 1981, four of which were 
gang rapes, police advised that most incidents went unreported and that rape 'is 
an almost daily occurrence on Palm Island'.'*" All cases of murder and attempted 
murder were 'committed by Aborigines against Aborigines'.'** It is difficult to 
convey the psychological and emotional repercussions of a succession of incidents 
of rape, violent death and self-destmction on a small community like Palm. 
Barber, Punt and Albers comment: 'The social cost of alcohol, introduced by 
'*' ibid., p. 364. 
'*^  Shkilanyk, A Poison Stronger Than Love, p. 21. 
'*' Barber, Punt and Albers, 'Alcohol and Power on Palm Island', pp. 97, 95. 
^^ ibid., p. 96. 
'** ibid. 
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Whites and used to exploit Blacks, is bome almost entirely by the Black 
community itself."** 
Paul Wilson's Black Death White Hands is emphatically clear on the role of 
Queensland's race relations history in explaining the problems of violence and 
alcohol on contemporary Palm Island: 
... the most plausible explanation of the homicide and assault rates 
we have documented on Palm Island lies ... with the recent 
destmction and disorganisation of traditional society that 
accompanied white settlement and conquest ... homicide and 
assault were higher in those communities where most aspects of 
traditional culture were almost non-existent, where alcohol was 
available and where the community was a receiving ground for 
displaced persons from other areas. Palm Island epitomises these 
characteristics and today reflects the violence that Europeans 
inflicted on this continent's indigenous people.'*' 
While there is probably some tmth to the argument that the focal attention paid 
to Aboriginal drinking pattems, especially by the media, has tended to deflect 
examination of non-Aboriginal alcoholism,'** it is also apparent that few non-
Aboriginal communities offer an appropriate basis for comparison to reserve 
areas. The more fitting parallel is with other indigenous communities with similar 
histories, and in this context Palm Island's problems in the late 1970s were akin 
to those experienced by the Ojibwa community of Grassy Narrows reservation in 
Northwestem Ontario in Canada. 
Undertaken in the 1960s and '70s, Anastasia M. Shkilanyk's sociological analysis 
of this 'deeply damaged' community records that a sense of abandonment and 
'** ibid., p. 97. 
'*' Wilson, Black Death White Hands, p. 129. 
'** See, for example. Bill Healy, Tim Turpin and Margaret Hamilton, 
'Aboriginal Drinking: A Case Study in Inequality and Disadvantage', 
Australian Joumal of Social Issues. Vol 20, No 3, 1985, p. 203; 
Townsville Bulletin. 26 June 1991, p. 5. 
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powerlessness coincided with removal from ancestral lands, the 'bunching 
together' of members of different class into European-style housing, the loss of 
spiritual traditions and conditions of material poverty - substandard housing, mass 
unemployment, welfare dependency and inadequate facilities. Like the impact of 
Queensland's policies in this period, Canadian Govemment strategies of 'self-
management' on reservations had created 'fiefdoms of power', with people 
competing for scarce Government-sponsored jobs and resources, and protecting 
the interests of their own kinship groups, so that inter-family tensions were 
'sharpened' and 'intensified'.'*' Moreover, like the Palm Island community, the 
Ojibwa had to cope with the desperation resulting from a poisoned water supply -
in this case, the result of methyl mercury dumping in the English and Wabigoon 
river system in the early 1960s. Shkilanyk notes that the traumatisation this 
caused was similar to this psychological and emotional impact of a natural 
disaster.'*" 
That this community was 'in desperate trouble' was manifested in 'widespread 
alcohol abuse' which, like Palm Island in the 1970s, was 'the most critical and 
disturbing element in the life of the people of northwest Ontario'.'*' Like 
indigenous communities elsewhere, Shkilanyk describes the effects of 'prolonged 
binge' drinking as 'like a tomado that tears across the landscape', leaving rape, 
violence and suicide 'in its wake'. In addition, those who lost partners, relatives 
or friends through violent death would often repress their grief and anger until 
they themselves were disinhibited by the effects of alcohol, so that drinking 
parties became the setting in which 'the moumers often became those who are 
moumed'.'*^ As was the case on Palm Island in this period, residents of Grassy 
Narrows were conscious of the 'apparent indifference' of mainstream white 
'*' Shkilanyk, A Poison Stronger Than Love, pp. xiii, xiv, 3, 192, 101. 
'*" ibid., p, 233, 
'*' ibid,, pp, xiii, 3, 21, 
'*2 ibid,, pp. 21 , XV, 11. 
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society to this manifestation of indigenous genocide, and were faced with the task 
of attempting to rebuild their community in the face of enormous social chaos, 
and in the absence of compensation for the 'personal and communal losses' they 
had suffered.'*' 
In 1979 Jacob Baira, then Chairman of the Palm Island Aboriginal Council, 
defined high unemployment and alcoholism as the two major issues confronting 
the community, and noted that community support was essential to ensure the 
effectiveness of any initiatives to combat these problems.'*" Indeed, despite the 
bmtal deportations of the 1970s, the continuing absence of secure land tenure, the 
persistence of impoverishment and DAIA control, the Palm community strove to 
define itself in this period, and to specify its own goals and appropriate methods 
of achieving them. The Palm Islander, a community newspaper evolving from 
the Adult Education Centre in 1977, expressed this general aim in its logo: 
'Prepare now for the day big brother goes away."** 
Surveys conducted by the Palm Islander revealed that the community wanted to 
lose its dependence upon Europeans, thought DAIA should leave and allow the 
community to mn itself through the Council, and that whites who were needed in 
specialised areas should be answerable to that Council.'** Similar findings were 
reported by the FAIRA/ATRILS'*' survey of 1978, Beyond the Act. This 
research recorded that Palm Islanders wanted ownership of the reserve land, more 
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responsibility for their own affairs, and that greater authority be vested in the 
Council which should be subject to recall.'** 
In 1978 the Palm Islander set out its understanding of the specific nature of the 
Palm community: 
Modem Murris have a very different history from Australian 
whites. Though tribal life has gone from Palm Island, present day 
Murris still have a different way of life, and solutions to their 
problems must be worked out within the framework of that way of 
life. There is no one 'correct' way for the community of Palms to 
develop. Certainly, solutions from white society won't necessarily 
apply. It is up to adults to decide what they want to do and can 
do. The community and its leaders must stand united.'*' 
This period of Palm Island history also saw the beginnings of a concerted cultural 
revival program, with language salvage work undertaken, personal histories 
recorded and teams of traditional dancers formed under the guidance of elders."" 
The Palm Islander became a fomm for discussion of these and other issues. The 
task of 'beating the grog' received much attention, with editorials urging 'deeper 
thinking' than simply calling for more policing, and for placing the problem 
within the framework of community issues 'such as education, housing, wages 
and jobs, recreation and entertainment, and self-determination.'"' 
It is testimony to the strength of Palm Island's resistance of tourist development 
in the 1970s that the island today remains stunningly beautiful, and is one of the 
few places left in Queensland where the hills are unscarred and the waters crystal 
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clear. A bark painting by Palm Island elder, the late Bill Congoo, has recorded 
the events of this dispute, with images foreseeing 'the destmction of the natural 
environment as white men come in', with the 'dugong, rays, turtle and fish' sick 
and dying. "^ It was the likely eventuality of this damage that Palm Islanders had 
fought so fiercely, and in this sense the 1974 dispute exemplified the essence of 
the land rights stmggle, as a campaign for and on behalf of, the rights of the land. 
Hence, while the community had seen its interests bulldozed, its Council - the 
Govemment's only pretence of representative democracy - over-mled, and its 
outspoken members deported, it had also protected the land against rapacious 
white interests and had clarified its path towards becoming Bwgcoiman, In the 
1980s this process was cemented, and the Bwgcoiman people could look back 
upon a history of brave and resilient stmggle against the oppressive conditions for 
so long inflicted upon Queensland's exiles to 'that Punishment Place,' 
"^ Bill Congoo, Stories From Palm Island (Townsville, Townsville Cultural 
Association et al, 1981), 
CONCLUSION 
Being Bwgcoiman 
We don't divide time up into past, present and future ,,, 
'Past' is a white man's idea. We know that we can't lose 
anything that happened to us. What happened to our 
people is our people. It is what we are. 
Julie Whitton, submission to Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission Inquiry, 1987.' 
The recent national report of the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in 
Custody adopted as 'a principle thesis' the importance of history and its 
continuing impact upon the lives of both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people 
in this country.^ It is a sad and telling indictment of this history that it should 
take the advent of such an inquiry, summonsed as it was by the dispropor-
tionate numbers of these deaths, before official and comprehensive 
acknowledgment of the nature and process of colonisation was forthcoming. 
Indeed, while much of non-Aboriginal Australia has 'ignored, suppressed and 
sanitised'' what happened here, the Commission's report concluded that 
'Aboriginal people remember their history', and that in fact it is 'bumed into 
their consciousness.'" This is certainly tme of the Palm Island people, for 
whom living memories of their imprisonments under the Act, and of their 
1 Whitton is a local Aboriginal woman of the Toomelah-Boggabilla 
region. Cited in Lilla J. Watson, 'The Meeting of Two Traditions: 
Aboriginal Studies in the University - A Murri Perspective', Third 
Frank Archibald lecture. University of New England, Armidale, 15 
September 1988, p. 10 
Commissioner Elliott Johnston, 'National Report: Overview and 
Recommendations', Royal Commission Into Aboriginal Deaths In 
Custody (Canberra, AGPS, 1991), p.7. 
National Indigenous Media Association, 'Healing the Wounds', Courier 
Mail. 5 March 1993, p.9. 
Johnston, 'National Report', p. 12. 
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stmggles for self-determination, combine with a sense of place and community 
to form the fibre of the Bwgcoiman identity. 
While I commenced this research with some understanding that Palm Island 
had been used as a State penitentiary for Black prisoners, it was only when I 
began visiting the community and speaking with the elders that I was stmck 
with the grim realisation that the Bwgcoiman I spoke with were the survivors 
of what has justifiably been called 'a concentration camp'.* Nor had I 
conceived just how powerfully resilient was the spirit required of the Palm 
Island people, to cope with the onslaught of domination, control and 
subjugation so incessantly inflicted upon their lives. The Royal Commission's 
report tells of a similar awakening on the part of researchers into the personal 
histories of 99 indigenous people who died in custody over the nine year 
period between January 1980 and May 1989.* 
Of the case histories examined in Queensland, twenty-two of a total of twenty-
five people were, not coincidentally, residents of ex-reserve communities prior 
to their deaths while in the custody of the State's contemporary penal 
institutions and personnel.' Commissioner Elliott Johnston has written: 
... until I examined the files of the people who died and the 
other material which has come before the Commission and 
listened to Aboriginal people speaking, I had no conception of 
the degree of pin-pricking domination, abuse of personal power, 
utter patemalism, open contempt and total indifference with 
Amnesty Intemational used this definition of Palm reserve in 1974. 
Cited in Erica Kyle, 'Self Management ... A Palm Island Perspective', 
(Paper delivered to the Remote Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Community Futures Conference, James Cook University, Townsville, 
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which so many Aboriginal people were visited on a day to day 
basis.* 
Palm Island's history epitomises many of these features of the colonial process 
which has left this painful legacy of Aboriginal arrest, incarceration and 
premature death. While substantial attention has now been paid by non-
Aboriginal historians to the 'Wild Times' of the frontier', the treatment of 
Murris and Torres Strait Islanders in reserve settings has been subject to much 
less scmtiny. This perhaps explains something of the persistence of the myth 
of the 'humanitarian' and 'protectionist' policy of institutionalisation. Yet the 
imposition of white law and order, formalising the exclusion of indigenous 
people to distant enclaves, was clearly fundamental to white dispossession and 
conquest, and was conducted with substantial evidence of genocidal intent. In 
large areas of Queensland, no indigenous people were left as a result of the 
implementation of the Act, while the reserve institutions which operated under 
it provided a simplified and inexpensive means of containment, exploitation 
and control of those who had survived the period of frontier war. 
Hence, while Palm Island's history has its own unique characteristics, every 
chapter of this research into Palm reserve reinforces the findings of Thomas 
Blake, in his history of Barambah's institution in the South, that the nature of 
the whole reserve system in Queensland was 'an intrinsically violent process.''" 
This was particularly evident in the mthless removals of Murris and Torres 
Strait Islanders from their ancestral lands, their kin, their ceremonies and their 
* Johnston, 'National Report', p. 20. 
' Richard Baker, 'The Impact of Tourism on the Aboriginal Community 
of the Borroloola Area of the Northem Territory', Remote Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Community Futures (Canberra, AIATSIS, 
1990), p. 2. 
'" Thomas Blake, 'A Dumping Ground: Barambah Aboriginal Settlement 
1900-1940', PhD thesis. University of Queensland, 1991, p. 358. 
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law, which continued up into the 1960s, and which take a central and painful 
place in the memories of many Palm Island residents today. 
Upon confinement to the reserve on Palm Island, people were subjected to 
further violence and terror, as amply illustrated in the bmtal punishments that 
began in 'Curry's Time' and continued into the late twentieth century. Yet, 
the floggings and incarcerations into overcrowded prison cells, the humiliating 
treatments of women, and the repression by manacles and deportations of those 
who spoke out against injustice, were only part of the violent and sub-human 
treatment inflicted upon the Bwgcoiman ostensibly 'for their own good'. 
Further violence, less overt and direct, was evidenced in the scandalous 
numbers of untimely deaths through indifference and neglect, through 
subjection to slavery, squalor and starvation, and for those who suffered from 
the imported social diseases of the coloniser, as well as others simply caught in 
the 'dragnet', through punitive expulsions to the 'sad proposition' of Fantome 
Island's institutions. Covert violence was expressed, finally, through the 
systematic disempowerment of reserve residents which has resulted in 
enormous distress, dependency and loss of heart. Chairman Tom Geia says of 
his community: 
What it meant to us to grow up and live under the Act was that 
we had absolutely no control over our lives. We did what we 
were told, went where we were told, married whom we were 
told to, worked at what we were told to, ate and drank what we 
were told to ... if you have lived like that for, say 40 or 50 
years, it's very difficult to know how to take control of your 
own life." 
While these experiences of life on Palm Island were, in some senses, a 
microcosm of a State-wide process of intemment and repression, the island 
also served a specific role as the ultimate of punitive destinations. Indeed, if 
in Murri terms Palm Island is the backbone of the Carpet Snake, through the 
'^  Townsville Bulletin. [JB], 26 June 1991, p. 5. 
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traditions of the Wulgumgaba Dreaming, it became, in white terms, through 
the traditions of penal servitude, the backbone of govemmental policies of 
imprisonment and control. By the 1930s, with the reserve overcrowded by the 
Govemment's intensive use of the island for confinement purposes, the 'grim 
dread' of removal to 'that Punishment Place' had spread across Black 
communities on the mainland. 
Moreover, when the historian scans the view of the whole Palm Island group, 
including solitary banishments to neighbouring Eclipse and Curacoa Islands, as 
well as the expanding burial ground on Fantome, there unfolds a scenario of 
relentless punishment and exile, and the sight of thousands of outcasts swept 
out to sea by a tide of racial hatred and fear. Hence, the history of this region 
explains much of the apparent absence of an organised and public movement of 
indigenous opposition to State control in Queensland until the late 1950s -
some twenty years after the advent of such campaigns in other States. 
Palm Island also has a unique history as the institution which recmited white 
staff of the calibre of 'Mad Dog' Curry, capable as he proved to be of murder, 
arson and the terrorisation of the island community, held hostage by his single-
handed armed siege; and of the likes of Roy Henry Bartlam, the man with the 
'heart of stone' who caused untold suffering and orchestrated extreme police 
bmtality, inspiring a community-wide anger which still reverberates on the 
island today. In this sense, the periods of 'Curry's Time' and 'Bartlam's 
Time' are graphically explicit of the ways in which the process of colonisation 
'desensitises and dehumanises the coloniser.''^ In the period between these 
two military-minded men, the Bwgcoiman had suffered the control of the 
prickly-pear expert from Gayndah, Superintendent Edward Comell, and a 
string of other non-Aboriginal people with little or no understanding of Murri 
culture, who gave incessant orders and interfered in almost every aspect of 
'^  National Indigenous Media Association, 'Healing the Wounds', Courier 
Mail. 5 March 1993, p. 9. 
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residents' personal lives. Of the handful of white staff sympathetic to Murri 
needs and interests, all proved powerless to halt abuses on the reserve, while 
govemment ministers engaged in both duplicity and excessive negligence in 
their roles as overseers to the island's operations. 
Yet if the reserve system was, as Tobin has described it, an attempted 
'straight-jacketing of Aboriginal resistance to the enforced terms of white 
settlement'", and if Palm Island was the crowning example of the totality of 
white domination and iron-clad control, the reserve's history proved, 
paradoxically, to include some of the most spirited stmggles for liberation 
from the Act. In addition, the Palm community has produced a great many of 
Queensland's committed and energetic Murri activists, artists and performers, 
as well as the first tertiary qualified Murri nurses, teachers and community 
workers in this State. Hence, despite the processes of banishment and 
dislocation, of intimidation, confinement, bmtal physical punishment and 
terrorisation, of stolen childhoods, languages and traditions, the Bwgcoiman 
people not only survived these assaults, but also fought valiantly for change. 
Their efforts did not cease in the 1970s, but continued in the following 
decades, with the 'Concemed Palm Islanders' group emerging in the early 
1980s to address the needs of the community and to campaign for self-
determination. Like their predecessors, the groups' members worked under 
threats of being 'whisked away''" from the island, and of losing their lives, and 
as one member has recalled, 'without any power, without any control, without 
any money', they attempted, like many Bwgcoiman before them, 'to fight 
13 
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against a system with all the power, all the control, all the money."* By 1983 
their efforts had resulted in the community's election of four new Councillors 
who waged a concerted campaign for secure land tenure. Combined with the 
efforts of other Murris and Torres Strait Islanders, Bwgcoiman people like 
Tom Geia, Rachel Cummins and many others fought a stmggle which saw the 
passing of ten Acts of Parliament between 1982 and 1988.'* 
It is a tribute to the commitment of this campaign that title deeds were finally 
granted to ex-reserve communities by the Bjelke-Petersen State Govemment, 
which had 'enjoyed and thrived on a reputation for being opposed to land 
rights.'" Commemorating the receipt of their title deeds, the day before a 
State election in 1986, Tom Geia traced the Bwgcoiman campaign for self-
determination to the establishment of the first Council in 1936, and to the Palm 
Island strike of 1957, stating that the day belonged to the Palm Island people 
who had 'fought the good fight, not with violence, but with tmth, until finally 
our aims were achieved.''* 
This spirit of determination remains essential to the building of the Bwgcoiman 
community in the face of the legacies of history. For while official title to 
their land was achieved in 1986, neither the Deeds of Grant in Tmst. nor the 
subsequent Aboriginal Land Act (1991) of the Wayne Goss Labour 
Govemment, fully acknowledged Murri ownership of reserve lands, with, for 
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example, mineral, petroleum and forestry materials remaining Crown 
property." In addition, the Palm Island people have had to confront the 
continuing onslaught of white development strategies, including one of the 
most bizarre proposals to emerge from 'Tourist Time'.^" As recently as 1987 
a concerted push was waged by the Clanlex development company to constmct 
a tourist venture on Palm Island, which was to include the building of 'a 
replica of Ayres Rock.' In the face of Council support for the project, and a 
major advertising campaign by the multi-million dollar Clanlex company, the 
community defeated the proposal in favour of focusing on the development of 
ventures owned and controlled by Bwgcoiman people.^' 
It is this relationship with the dominant society, fashioned on a history of 
oppression and control spanning three quarters of a century, that continues to 
be the major problem confronting Palm Island today. The very term 'remote 
community' bespeaks of white Australia's psychic distancing of the needs and 
interests of ex-reserve communities, underpinned, as this is, by the historical 
process of banishing indigenous people to isolated geographical outposts, away 
from the centres of resources and political power. Hence this history continues 
to shape a present in which the Bwgcoiman community stmggles to survive in 
the face of 'miserly grants' to its Council administration, the absence of 
worthwhile employment for most of the population, the restriction of education 
to only a junior level of secondary schooling services, and the subsistence of 
19 
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many on Commonwealth Employment Development Schemes - known as 
'working for the dole' and implemented only upon ex-reserve communities.^ ^ 
Indicative of present living standards on the island was a State Govemment 
advertisement, late last year, for a position in the Palm Island hospital, calling 
for 'Third World experience' as a preferred qualification.^ As a result of a 
history of marginalisation. Palm Island continues to suffer from widespread 
chronic poverty, overcrowded conditions and an appalling standard of basic 
amenities. Its water and sewage system, for example, is suitable for a 
population of 1500 in a community which, at peak periods, is more than 
double that size.^ Hence, as recently as last year. Palm Island was again the 
scene of dreadful calamity as a result of a depleted and poisoned water supply, 
and while the State Labour Govemment adopted, like conservative 
govemments before it, an extremely casual attitude towards this crisis, the 
Council grappled with the problems of gastro-enteritis amongst the children, 
blue-green toxic algae in remaining supplies, and the evacuation of most of the 
community.^ * Given the loss of child lives in the water crisis of 1979, 
comments from the Aboriginal and Islander Affairs Minister, Anne Wamer, 
that evacuations were 'unnecessary' and prompted by 'hysteria'^*, were sadly 
lacking in sensitivity to the historic stmggles of the Bwgcoiman in coping with 
conditions which would never be tolerated in a white community. 
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Equally insensitive and demoralising were recent comments from the Federal 
Minister for Aboriginal Affairs, Robert Tickner, that he could not offer 
remedies for the crisis in the Palm community, evidenced in rising rates of 
alcoholism, violence and suicides, since, he said, 'I'm not bloody Mandrake.'^ 
This response was delivered in the context of a growing concem in many 
communities that violence and suicide had become endemic in the 1980s and 
'90s, and reports that Palm island had witnessed 'the fourth murder in as many 
weeks' at the end of 1991. These deaths involved the bashing of an elder by 
dmnken youths, the axe-murder of a woman by her husband, and the death of 
an eleven-month-old girl who had suffered broken ribs and intemal injuries.^ * 
In addition, Judy Atkinson had at this stage reported of her research into 
violence in North Queensland indigenous communities, that 76 women had 
been beaten in one night in a single Murri community, and that more women 
had died through violence in two ex-reserve areas in the ten years since 1979 
'than all the Aboriginal deaths in custody in the same period'.^' More 
recently, figures have revealed that women on ex-reserve communities are 
twelve times more likely to die in middle-age than their white counterparts 
elsewhere.'" Their subjection to violent assault is indicative of the drastic 
decline in the status of women within their clacs as a result of the history of 
colonisation, the adoption of the sexist values of the dominant society by Black 
men, and the insidious impact of the brewing industry as a result of alcohol's 
unique relationship to indigenous communities, determined, as this has been, 
by the history of the Queensland Act. 
27 Weekend Australian. 26-27 October 1991, p. 3. See also Weekend 
Australian. 19-20 October 1991, p. 1 and Sunday Mail. 6 October 
1991, p. 2 and 28 Febmary 1993, p. 21. 
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It is in the absence of suitable acknowledgment and support on the part of 
responsible white authorities to the almost incessant loss of lives on Palm, that 
the Bwgcoiman have recently established their own women's centre, 
counselling services and cultural revival programs. Yet, every instance of self 
abuse and intemalised violence on Palm today is a direct reflection of the price 
the Bwgcoiman are paying for all that Migloos have taken in conquest and 
without compensation. Koori poet, Kevin Gilbert, has expressed the nature of 
this dilemma and what is currently an urgent task: 
It is my thesis that Aboriginal Australia underwent a rape of the 
soul so profound that the blight continues in the minds of most 
blacks today. It is this psychological blight, more than anything 
else, that causes the conditions that we see on reserves and 
missions ... [the] re-education of Aboriginal Australians must 
include a barrage of intensive propaganda about Aboriginal 
history, identity and culture to counteract the negative image that 
is constantly raining in on them from the major society at 
present." 
Bwgcoiman people are aware of the urgency of this task, and many are 
conscious of the philosophy that 'a slave is also a man who waits for someone 
else to come and free him','^ Efforts at cultural revival now include an 
outstation movement, with small settlements around the island where people 
live by hunting and fishing and have distanced themselves from the alcohol 
industry of the main settlement, as well as an education program centred upon 
the revival of the island's culture and the teaching of its history. This thesis 
has attempted to sketch the broad outlines of that history and to provide. 
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through various stages of its research and draft, complementary resources for 
the revival program. 
It is written in the knowledge that Bwgcoiman accounts of their own lives are 
currently in the process of publication, and that these contributions will tell an 
even stronger tale, both of hardship and of resistance, and of the continuing 
culture and identity of Bwgcoiman land and its people. Indeed, since the times 
of their brave-hearted escapes through shark-infested waters, to the 'open and 
organised revolt' of the 1957 strike, and to the refusals of a takeover by 
'Tourist Time' since the 1970s, through to the restoration of indigenous history 
and culture by means of song, dance, story-telling, sound and film recordings, 
literature and art, the Bwgcoiman people have waged an inspiring stmggle to 
maintain their own reality against enormous odds. Hence, the fact that total 
control can only ever be an illusion is deeply etched into the history of Palm 
Island. 
Current achievements in the revival program are especially heartening. School 
Counsellor-Liaison Officer, Penna Geia, recently reported that positive effects 
on the self-esteem of young Bwgcoiman, and the countering of a long-standing 
history of demoralisation, are already evident as a result of the efforts of elders 
and other educators in bringing cultural and historical studies into what is now 
known as the Bwgcoiman Community School." The traditional song and 
dance group which has emerged from this process has now sold several 
33 Weekend Australian. 28-29 November 1992, p. 3. 
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hundred copies of a record of their cultural heritage, passed onto them by their 
elders, which Queensland govemment officials had sought for so long to 
destroy.'" What was once forced into a clandestine existence is now firmly and 
proudly declared on signposts and T-shirts and painted in enormous murals 
over the surfaces of Palm Island's buildings. Bwgcoiman elder. Ivy Sam, has 
described the impact of history upon Palm Island people and the widely-held 
sentiments shaping the revival program: 
We still have problems. There are times when you sit back and 
you feel good, but then someone comes and tells you how 
they've been knocked, and then you feel it too. I get hurt for 
them, because I know what it is to live hard. 
And we did live hard. Separation was the hardest thing. Some 
of the families here are still trying to find their members.... It 
was hard being told you couldn't answer back, that you couldn't 
speak to a white man.... But I suppose in a way it wasn't all 
bad. If you know what it is to live hard, it makes you stronger. 
But the story should be told. People should know. I reckon 
these times should be different for the young.'* 
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